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§ I 

T HE village, in the hollow below the 
house, is picturesque, unhygienic: it has 
more atmosphere than form, than out¬ 
line: huddled shapes of soft red brick sag to¬ 
wards gardens massed with sunflowers, Canter¬ 
bury bells, sweet-williams. 

There is a pump on the green $ also a tall 
historic-looking lump of granite whose origin 
is wrapped in legend. Some refer it to the 
Druids. Some say King Charles I sat down 
upon it. 

The village of Little Compton is old, but the 
square stone house is new. It was built at the 
same period as Tulverton paper-mills, towards 
the middle of the nineteenth century, and was 
primarily designed to shelter the old age and 
accommodate the numerous offspring of Mr. 
James Curtis, first founder of the first mill. 
Tulverton is three miles away. Mr. Charles 
Curtis, eldest son, rode there and back upon a 
grey mare, day in, day out, during the pro- 
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longed period of his prime j at the last, clad in 
lavender-grey frock-coat and top-hat, every 
inch Mayor of Tulverton, he brimmed daily to 
and from the office within the dignified com¬ 
pass of a brougham. Moving with the times, 
his son Charles James covered the distance 
upon a bicycle. Perhaps his only son James 
Charles will drive there in a motor car. But 
times are changing. It is the year 1920$ and 
James, last fruit of a late marriage, is but seven 
years old. Victim of overwork during the war, 
his father has retired at sixty in poor health j 
a gap yawns for the first time in the line of 
direct succession. Distant relatives and rela¬ 
tives by marriage and such as are not relatives 
at all assume authority. Besides, nowadays 
who knows what boys will grow up to be, to 
want or not to want? What happens to the 
descendants of those Victorian grandees? 
Where are the young men? The mould is the 
same, but it is cracked: the flavour is strange; 
it dissipates itself5 is spent. Perhaps the last 
James will never have a car and go to and from 
Tulverton mills. 

The square house is screened from the street 
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by a high clipped hedge of laurel. Passing the 
drive gate you see, at an obtuse angle, and 
through the branches of a flourishing Welling- 
tonia, glimpses of slate roof, spacious windows, 
glass porch with coloured panes. And at once 
the imagination is engaged. You see rooms 
crowded with ponderous cupboards, sideboards, 
tables; photographs in silver frames, profusely 
strewn; wallpapers decorated with flowers, 
wreaths, birds, knots and bows of ribbon; dark 
olive, dark brown paint in the hall and passages; 
marble mantelpieces vapid, chill, swelling as 
blanc-mange; the water-colour performances 
of aunts and great aunts thick upon the walls; 
worn leather armchairs pulled up to hot coal 
fires: you smell potpourri and lavender in china 
bowls; you taste roast beef and apple-tart on 
Sundays; hot scones for tea—dining-room tea 
on the enormous white cloth, beneath the un¬ 
compromising glare of the enormous central 
light. . . . But there is something more than 
this that strikes you, makes you linger. What 
is this current, this penetrating invocation flung 
out from behind discreet and tended shrubbery? 
All is sober, is commonplace, conventional, is 
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even a trifle smug. It is a pre-war residence of 
attractive design, with lounge hall, etc., and 
usual offices, beautifully timbered grounds, 
well-stocked kitchen garden. Yet there is no 
mistaking the fascination, or its meaning. Some¬ 
thing is going on. The kettle's boiling, the cloth 
is spread, the windows are flung open. Come 
in y come in! Here dwells the familiar mystery. 
Come and find it! Each room is active, fecund, 
brirmning over with it. The pulse beats. . . . 
Come and listen! . . . Yes, we are sure of it. 
These walls enclose a world. Here is continuity 
spinning a web from room to room, from year 
to year. It is safe in this house. Here grows 
something energetic, concentrated, tough, se¬ 
rene j with its own laws and habits; something 
alarming, oppressive, not altogether to be 
trusted: nefarious perhaps. Here grows a curi¬ 
ous plant with strong roots knotted all together: 
an unique specimen. In brief, a family lives here. 

It is impossible to resist. There is the name 
upon the gate: The Lodge. The orange gravel 
drive sweeps up in a steepish incline, and rounds 
a circular grass plot before the front door. And 
there in the middle of the shaven grass is the 
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monkey-puzzle tree. And there on each side of 
the door are the fuchsia bushes, with the buds 
all popped by James, and before him by his 
sisters. And there growing up the side of the 
house, neatly framing the dining-room window, 
is that kind of thick, bristling, woody, point- 
leafed shrub with tight clusters of orange ber¬ 
ries. And there inside the glass porch is the 
blue-and-pink tiled floor and the couple of blue 
hydrangeas in tubs; and the umbrella-stand. 

The inner door is closed. It is winter. Quar¬ 
ter to nine in the morning. 

§ 2 

Kate burst open the door of Olivia’s bed¬ 
room and looked sharply round, with antici¬ 
patory distaste, expecting to see what indeed 
she saw. The customary richly rounded mould 
of blanket presented itself to her; the custom¬ 
ary dark swirl upon the pillow marked the ap¬ 
proximate position of her sister’s invisible face. 

She paused; but as usual this mould, this blot, 
remained inactive. 

She said loudly: 

4 Quarter to nine! ’ 
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Reluctant upheaval, slow collapse and elonga¬ 
tion of the shape. Then in a languid way she 
said: 

‘ Well . . . many happies.’ 

At once Olivia replied alertly: 

c Thanks.’ 

Her voice cracked. She lay silent, plunging 
and groping through thick waves of torpor, and 

upon her 

the bottom, a shut, inviting waiting to be picked 
up and opened. She unclosed one eye and looked 
at Kate. 

c A small token of esteem will await you at 
breakfast.’ 

1 Oh, thank you! ’ 

Duty done, Kate reverted with a snap to 
harsh briskness. 

c That is, if you’re able to sit up and take 
notice by then. Really, I believe you’d never 
wake up at all. Now, don’t go off again. Re¬ 
member what Mother said yesterday.’ 

4 What? ’ 

c She’d have to start calling you herself.’ 

Olivia gave a hoarse chuckle. 

1 Thought for the day . . 


coming suddenly 


birthday lying at 
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1 Well, she will, 100.’ 

‘ Surely I’m allowed an extra half-hour on 
my birthday.’ 

Kate reflected, and in justice conceded this. 

1 Well, buck up.’ 

She vanished with a deliberate slam of 
arousal. 

Another five minutes, thought Olivia, and 
shut her eyes. Not to fall asleep again; but to 
go back as it were and do the thing gradually 
—detach oneself softly, float up serenely from 
the clinging delectable fringes. Oh, heavenly 
sleep! Why must one cast it from one, all un¬ 
prepared, unwilling? Caught out again by Kate 
in the very act! You’re not trying, you could 
wake up if you wanted to: that was their atti¬ 
tude. And regularly one began the day convicted 
of inferiority, of a sluggish voluptuous nature, 
seriously lacking in will-power. After Pm mar¬ 
ried I shall stay in bed as long as I want to. 
Girls often marry at my age. Seventeen to-day. 

Thinking of the birthday, she felt all at once 
wide awake. Was it possible that one could ever 
stop feeling a bit excited as December came 
round again: could ever say as Mother had said 
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when James presented the potted azalea: ‘ Oh, 
dear, I thought Pd given up having birthdays? ’ 
. . . and James had wept. 

Oh, but breakfast would be awful, with all the 
family saying many happy returns; with open¬ 
ing parcels, repeating thank-you with self- 
conscious strained enthusiasm. . . . This was 
the sort of occasion which, in old days, had 
caused Mademoiselle to raise eyes and hands 
to heaven, exclaiming: ‘ Ah, quel fays! Quels 
sans-cceurs! ’ Dates would be celebrated with 
thoroughness; handkerchiefs, gloves, flowers 
bestowed; the Christmas tree decorated, the 
Easter egg entame: but the spirit was all wrong, 
she said; and as the day of festival wore to a 
close, she wept for her parents, aunts and uncles, 
brothers and sisters, nieces and nephews; and 
alternately clasped and rebuffed her embar¬ 
rassed pupils; and finally wrapped her head up 
in a purple woollen scarf: so that all one’s life 
that harsh, crying colour would be the colour of 
homesickness; that perforated, viscerous crochet 

pattern the portrait of a migraine . 

Only one more week now till the Spencers’ 

dance. 
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She got out of bed with an exhilarated swoop, 
and started to dress. 

Her windows looked west over part of the 
lawn to the walnut tree with the swing in it, 
and some beds of massed shrubbery, and be¬ 
hind them the belt of elms dividing the garden 
from rough fields; and beyond all these, low 
grass hills and ploughed lands flowing away 
with their telegraph poles and haystacks into 
the distance. There had been gales; and now 
every branch was bare at last, December-naked; 
but to-day a carved quietness in the tree-tops, 
a luminous quality glowing secretly behind the 
white veil of air promised the weather she 
liked best: windless, mild, faintly suffused with 
sun. The landscape looked serene and wan, as 
if it had begun to draw slowly out of exhaus¬ 
tion into the crystalline purity and delicacy of 
convalescence, replenishing itself in peace after 
the agony of trees, the driven cloud-wrecks, the 
howl, the roar of the whirling dark—all the 
huge idiot pangs of ceaseless effort and resist¬ 
ance. Looking back upon those storms, she felt 
them as one long uneasy listening of the whole 
being for the return of stillness: a tension like 
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incessant undirected prayer: let the noise stop y 
oh y let the trees have rest. She had feared, see¬ 
ing from the windows the walnut tree, that old 
tower of benevolence, casting off its domesti¬ 
cated, protective character—its role of swing- 
bearer, mild avuncular tolerator of grip and 
scrape of the raw climber, ample host to the se¬ 
cretive adolescent armchaired in bole, laid along 
bough with book, block, and pencil, bag of cara¬ 
mels—to wrestle austerely, with catastrophic 
incongruity, in elemental struggle. She had suf¬ 
fered for the shallow-rooted elms, listening in 
the night for their doom. But now, there were 
all the trees, intact, far from disaster, stark 
islands of tranquillity. Out of the heart of them 
rose and fell the rooks over and over again, like 
slow dark thoughts of peace. 

Happiness ran over like the jet from a sud¬ 
den unexpectedly spurting little wave. Birthday 
and fine weather in conjunction: the omens were 
propitious. 

Which of the two jumpers—the crimson, the 
fawn? The fawn to-day. The crimson heartened 
the lesser days, put a firm face upon them. It 
suited her, as they said. But to-day she could 
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suit her clothes, provide the glow, fill out the 
shape, warm up texture and colouring. She 
pulled on her brown stockinette skirt, regret¬ 
ting, but without irritation to-day, the slight 
bagginess at knees and bottom; fastened a broad 
scarlet patent leather belt. The belt was an ob¬ 
ject that had virtue in it. She had had it for 
two years. It was cracked, peeling a little. 
Within its compass she felt a certainty of indi¬ 
viduality, like a seal set on her, and she loved 
it, liked to think of it lying coiled, secret and 
brilliant, in the top left-hand drawer. She had 
another belt, a thin nigger-brown one of suede; 
and that was a good belt too, though less de¬ 
pendable. 

She cast a glance at her figure in the long 
glass; but the image failed her, remained un¬ 
equivocally familiar and utilitarian. 

Nowadays a peculiar emotion accompanied 
the moment of looking in the mirror: fitfully, 
rarely a stranger might emerge: a new self. 

It had happened two or three times already, 
beginning with a day last summer, the languid 
close of a burning afternoon; coming from the 
burdened garden into the silent, darkened 
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house: melancholy, solitary, restless, keyed up 
expectantly—for what? waiting—for whom? 
The house was empty. She took off her creased 
linen frock, poured out cold water, plunged her 
face and arms. She must put on a new frock— 
her new raspberry-ice-pink cotton frock with 
short sleeves and round neck, just back from 
the dressmaker. The rough crepe stuff clung, 
she smelt the faint pungency of fresh unwashed 
cotton. She looked in the glass and saw her¬ 
self. . . . Well, what was it? She knew what 
she looked like, had for some years thought the 
reflection interesting, because it was her own; 
though disappointing, unreliable, subject twenty 
times a day to blottings-out and blurrings, as if 
a lamp were guttering or extinguished: in any 
case irremediably imperfect. But this was some¬ 
thing else. This was a mysterious face; both 
dark and glowing; hair tumbling down, pushed 
back and upwards, as if in currents of fierce en- 
ergy. Was it the frock that did it? Her body 
seemed to assemble itself harmoniously within 
it, to become centralised, to expand, both static 
and fluid; alive. It was the portrait of a young 
girl in pink. All the room’s reflected objects 
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seemed to frame, to present her, whispering: 
Here are You. She felt the quiver of the warm 
sun-drained air like the swim and beat of pulses 
in soft nervous agitation. Roses and leaves 
breathed in the window; and the evening bird 
voices seemed to circle with exultant serenity 
down the sky, like the close, the completion of 
some grand inevitable freeing design which she 
both created and took part in. 

She went on staring; but soon the impres¬ 
sion collapsed; the urgent expectation dimin¬ 
ished flatly. After all, the veil was not rent. It 
had been a false crisis. Nothing exciting was 
going to happen. There was nowhere to go: no¬ 
body: nothing to do. In the glass was a rather 
plain girl with brown hair and eyes, and a fig¬ 
ure well grown but neither particularly graceful 
nor compact. . . . But hope had sprung up, 
half-suppressed, dubious, irrational, as if a 
dream had left a sense of prophecy. . . . Am I 
not to be ugly after all? 

Now Pm seventeen I shall begin to fine down. 

' * * But su PPosing one never did fine down? 
There was Kate, who had never had phases, 
ong lines had acquired light curves with ef- 
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fortless simplicity, and a grace which home¬ 
made jumpers might blur but could not con¬ 
ceal. It was unfair that she should have such 
an easy life j though of course when accused she 
said she had plenty to worry her: the shortness 
of her eyelashes, a spot on the chin now and 
then, a red V at the base of the neck in summer. 
But what were these details compared with a 
blemished whole? 

She brushed her long hair, fastened it back 
with a large imitation shell slide before taking 
a last look at the general effect. Still a bit out 
of drawing, still swollen with sleep. And Kate 
woke up pink, clear, fresh, every feature the 
right size, so that one could not help thinking, 
most reluctantly and secretly, of flowers . . . 
of that thing, one of Father’s two recitations: 

Mais elle etait du monde oil les plus belles choses 
Ont le pi re destin; 

Et rose, elle a v’ecu ce que vivent les roses, 
L’espace d’un matin. 

Fair, classic, rosy, cold, the daughter of du 
Perrier had risen up in a moment from the 
grave, from the page of the exercise book, ir¬ 
revocably fitted with Kate’s face. 
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Recite that to me once a week, he had said 
in the earliest French days; and he had actually 
come creaking upstairs to the schoolroom, vol¬ 
ume in hand, to see about it; had benignly re¬ 
cited, caused Mademoiselle to flutter and spar¬ 
kle, to congratulate him on his accent, to hope 
suddenly, visibly, for the best after all in this 
English venture. What a queer man! In those 
days one never knew when he would show off 
to advantage; when the reverse. For instance, 
when the Martins came to tea he called them 
his apple dumplings, and that was delightful 
for everybody: for the fat Martins to have no¬ 
tice taken of them, for his daughters to have 
such a joking father. But then he had come to 
fetch them once from a party dressed in a black 
mackintosh cape and the most shaming German 
hat with a little feather in it. He played the 
flute. As a boy, he had spent summer holidays 
walking through France and Germany playing 
for his bread and butter, sleeping on haystacks, 
under hedges. He walked through legendary 
villages at evening, playing on his flute, and 
all the people came running and tumbling out 
of their houses and danced after him. That 
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couldn’t be true really: the clothes, the setting 
belonged to the Pied Piper. All the same she 
saw him clearly, indestructibly: his shock of 
hair, his shabby eccentric coat, his face of a 
queer bird, melancholy, heavy-lidded: (a lean 
bird then, a plump one now). How did it all 
fit with having to go to the mill with Grand¬ 
father and learning to be a business man? . . . 
He hadn’t enough breath now for the flute, poor 
Dad; but he went on reading French, German, 
English—odd books, memoirs, essays, maxims 
and things, not novels. He said, On meurt beau- 
cou'p . . . et ce West fas encore fini. He started 
off all at once, in measured, lofty murmur: 

It is not death that some time in a sigh 
This eloquent breath shall take its speechless 
flight, 

—on and on, his voice emerging at the close 
to breathe out solemnly in mournful warning: 

And when grass waves 
Over the past away, there may be then 
No resurrection in the minds of men. 

And afterwards he seemed to listen to the 
echo in the silence. 
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Oh, Dad—Kate! ... It wouldn’t do. They 
were garlanded, crowned with flowers, with 
death. At nine o’clock in the morning they were 
beginning to be mortal, to be precious. It 
wouldn’t do. She stopped thinking about them, 
thought about the Spencers’ dance instead j left 
the room and ran downstairs two steps at a time. 
Outside the dining-room door she paused to 
brace herself, to prepare for the birthday. Then 
she went in. 

‘ Here’s our birthday girl.* Kate threw the 
helpful mock-salutation over this morning’s 
Pip, Squeak, and Wilfred. 

Smiling nervously, Olivia glanced at her 
plate. It was set with parcels: everything was 
in order. 

c Morn mg? She bent over her mother’s chair 
to kiss her. 

‘Good morning, dear.’ Mrs. Curtis’s voice 
had a strong birthday flavour. 

‘ Morning, Dad.’ 

She kissed him behind the city page of the 
T hnes. 

‘ Morning, Simpk.’ She lifted up the Pekin¬ 
ese from his advantageous central position upon 
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the hearthrug, and squeezed out of him a pro¬ 
longed snore. 

But James, who had been hovering, standing 
on one leg and then the other, watching, listen¬ 
ing in frantic dumb anxiety, now burst out: 

‘ Many happy returns of the day! ’ For no¬ 
body, nobody had said it, and it must be said, 
or how could presents be opened? 

c Thank you, James.’ 

There was still Uncle Oswald. 

c Morn ing, Uncle Oswald.’ 

And the usual problem presented itself: 
whether to kiss him, shake hands, pat his shoul¬ 
der, or ignore him: for he was the most em¬ 
barrassing person in the world, with his long 
soft stares, his secret nods and becks, his know¬ 
ing winks and enigmatic throat-clearings. Fi¬ 
nally she held out a hand. 

Out shot his hand to meet her with peculiar 
covert swiftness and pressed her palm for a mo¬ 
ment j then as swiftly withdrew, leaving be¬ 
tween her fingers—horrors!—a ten-shilling 
note. 

1 Oh, Uncle Oswald! . . .’ 

Blushes suffused her. These he relished to 
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the full, looking at her with the oddest expres¬ 
sion, as if he guessed with delight the cause of 
her distress. For her hand had gone out so 
eagerly, as if—oh dear!—as if in expectation. 
Why didn’t I pat him on the shoulder this 
morning? 

‘ There’s a lucky girl.’ Kate stepped again 
into the breach. 1 Pop it in your money-box.’ 

James clutched her hand. 

4 Let’s look! How much have you got? Pa¬ 
per! Crumbling jumbos! Paper! ’ He screeched, 
fell on the floor, flung his legs up. ‘ I reminded 
him—didn’t I, Uncle Oswald? It was me who 
reminded him. I told him something else too. 
D’you remember, Uncle Oswald? About what 
I saw—you know—the-’ With violent con¬ 

tortions he mouthed: ‘Birthday cake? 

‘ Hush, James, hush, that’ll do. Get up. How 
very generous of you, Oswald. Olivia didn’t at 
all expect it. Did you, dear? ’ 

c Of course I didn’t expect it, Mother! ’ 

Olivia’s voice went sharp. The birthday trem¬ 
bled while Mrs. Curtis thus summoned before 
them all the unquiet spectre of Uncle Oswald’s 
poverty. For it was the chief thing about him. 
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Nobody ever forgot it for long. And so he had 
thrust a hand out with peculiar, with covert 
swiftness. . . . 

Kate said with restrained menace: 

4 Olivia has now reached her eighteenth year, 
Mother.’ 

But: 

4 Look out of the window, James dear,’ said 
Mrs. Curtis, passing on serenely, absorbed now 
in nature. 4 Two dear tomtits in the new cocoa- 
nut. Isn’t that nice? ’ 

James did not look out of the window. His 
perforating gaze was bent upon the parcel which 
Olivia was undoing. He took a sharp breath. 

4 That’s from me.’ 

4 Oh, James! . . .’ 

It was . . . What was it? ... A piece of 
china, an ornament, a creation—a small bowl 
upon the edge of which sat an orange-haired 
cherub clasping to his nakedness two life-size 
purple pansies and some loops of arch blue 

ribbon. 

4 Look, everybody! ’ She held it up. It was 
hard not to catch Kate’s eye. 4 Did you ever see 
anything so wonderfulr ’ 
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4 Charming,’ said Mrs. Curtis. 

4 Chose d’art. Chose d’art.’ Mr. Curtis looked 
gravely over his glasses. 

4 Undoubtedly , 1 said Uncle Oswald. 4 Hmm! ’ 

His voice, heard so rarely that it came al¬ 
ways as a surprise, was a sort of breathy squeak. 
He looked quite brisk for a moment. 

Slowly James examined each face, his bright 
blue gaze contracting with suspicion. 

Suddenly Kate snatched it from Olivia and 
said: 

* Boo, Pm jealous. Can I have it, James? 7 

Then it was all right. Watching his sisters 
wrestle, he shone immediately with placid radi¬ 
ance. 

‘ No, you can’t, Kate. It’s not your birthday.’ 

He added gently: ‘ Pm afraid . . for it was 

a painful thing to have to say. He took it and 

handed it back to Olivia. 4 Here, you can put it 

on the schoolroom mantelpiece, then you can 
both see it.’ 

He sighed and turned away. It had been a 
long job, but it was over. The expedition to 
Holloway’s had been solemn, notable, the 
choosing dramatic, the paying anxious, the con- 
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cealing tense. Each night a serpent voice had 
whispered: 4 Keep it yourself.’ . . . But now 
the final placing by the plate had been accom¬ 
plished: all was over. 

Olivia fumbled with the big parcel, feeling 
beneath her fingers a shape, a yielding body 
which might mean—must mean—what had been 
half promised: some stuff to make a frock for 
the Spencers’ dance. Next moment out yawned a 
roll of flame-coloured silk. 

4 Oh, Mother! > 

Tears pricked her eyes. 

4 From Dad and me, dear.’ 

‘ Oh, Dad! > 

‘ What’s that? ’ 

4 Such a glorious present! ’ 

4 Present? What present? Whose having 

presents? ’ 

< Olivia,’ cried James, in burning reproach. 
4 It’s her birthday.’ 

4 Why wasn’t I told? How can I give pres¬ 
ents if nobody tells me to? ’ 

4 I can’t be telling you everything,’ said James 
bitterly. 1 Why don’t you keep a birthday 

book? ’ 
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‘ Hush, James. Daddy doesn’t mean it.’ 

( Dad’s cracked another joke, James, that’s 
all.’ 

c The colour . . . my favourite colour.’ 

Mrs. Curtis said deprecatingly: 
c I should have chosen a pretty pale pink or 
blue. I like a young girl in delicate shades. 
Sweet-pea colourings: Aunt May and I always 
wore them. This seems a bit strong for a first 
evening-dress. But Kate insisted.’ 

* Yes, I chose it,’ said Kate languidly. Her 
taste was law. ‘ What’s the good of putting 
Olivia into girlish shades? She’d only look sal¬ 
low and ghastly. There’s no reason why she 

should wear feeble colours simply because I 
have to.’ 

The sisters standing shoulder to shoulder 
looking at the glowing material communicated 
without word or glance. It’s what you wanted, 
isn’t it? Oh, perfect. Thank you, thank you. 
c I do love it.’ 

‘ Well, you must take it to Miss Robinson 

and get her to make it up in some very simple 
way.’ 

Mrs. Curtis endeavoured by a special tone 
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she had to damp down the sensational element 
in the gift 5 to deprecate the trivial question of 
evening-dresses. Yet an indulgent smile lit the 
imperious aquiline benevolence of her features. 

‘ Boo! ’ cried Kate. ‘ I hate you. You’ll look 
nicer than me.’ 

i Oh, I shan’t - > 

Of course that was out of the question. All 
the same, to break in flame upon the Spencers’ 
ballroom . . . 

She opened the last parcel: a fat leather diary 

with a lock, from Kate. 

4 Just what I wanted. What a beauty! ’ It 
must have taken a lot of Kate’s money: such 
broad thick paper j room for every kind of pri¬ 
vate document j absolute secrecy. £ What rip¬ 
ping presents I’ve had.’ 

She sat down with relief to her boiled egg. 
The birthday had closed down officially until 

tea-time. 

The Pekinese rose from the hearthrug, paced 
with ritual deliberation towards Mr. Curtis’ 
chair, sat down beside it, and gave a loud trum¬ 
peting snore. Mr. Curtis laid aside the Times 
to gaze fondly at him, looked at his empty plate, 
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looked down again, shook his head slowly, sadly. 

c James.’ 

‘ Yes, Dad.’ 

1 The litde fellow’s famished.’ 

‘ He’s not.’ 

£ Indeed he is. Not a crumb has passed his 
lips since Monday.’ 

c Who told you so? ’ 

< He did’ 

£ Oh, well, he’s telling fibs again.’ 

£ James, James. Come here. Look into those 
lustrous eyes. Then dare to speak such wicked 
words again.’ 

Dutifully emerging from his private world, 
James came and looked. 

£ He only asks one kidney on toast or a small 
sausage. No devilled dragon’s legs, or anything 
tasty of that sort.’ 

James sighed. 

‘ Tr y him with some of this magic toast.’ He 
offered a corner of crust left on his own plate. 

The Pekinese stiffened, recoiled in over¬ 
whelming nausea, then accepted the fragment, 
held it for a moment bulging in his cheek, 
dropped it on the carpet, stalked away again. 
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4 Now we have hurt his feelings, James.’ 
James said a trifle impatiently: 

4 He’d eat it if he was hungry.’ 

4 Really,’ said Kate, ‘ since Dad retired he’s 
got awfully feeble-minded. He thinks about 
nothing but Simpkin. It’s an obsession. If you’d 
heard him yesterday telling Dr. Martin the 
most long-winded boring story about Sim meet¬ 
ing a black cow and thinking it was his grand¬ 
mother or something. . . . Dr. Martin thought 

you were loopy, Dad.’ 

< X know that story,’ murmured James, busy 

again with his meccano. 1 Sim dashed up to the 
cow and the cow gave a blow through his nose 

and blew Sim over. Daddy did laugh.’ 

‘Sim’s stolen our birthright,’ said Olivia. 

4 I’m sure Dad never told stories about us. In 

fact he loathed us.’ 

4 In fact he still does,’ said Kate. 

Mr. Curtis looked mildly round upon his 
family, got up, put the Times under his arm, 
coughed his asthmatic cough, called to his dog, 

and creaked away. 

Mrs. Curtis gathered up her letters and 
moved smartly towards the door. The set of 
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her shoulders announced the doom of leisure, 
shamed the replete lingerer. 

‘ Now, what are we all doing this morning? 
I have to go into Tulverton by the 10.30 bus. 
James, it’s your nature walk, isn’t it, dear? Tell 
Nannie to get you ready before Miss Mivart 
arrives, not after. Otherwise you waste time. 
What have you got to do, girls? ’ 

1 Nothing.’ Kate yawned, stretched. ‘ Read a 
book, perhaps. Or else just sit.’ 

Mrs. Curtis was silent: a pregnant silence. 
Kate was going through a phase. Best not to 
take too much notice. 

Alarmed, admiring, Olivia wrapped up the 
red silk and said: 

‘ I shall take my stuff to Miss Robinson.’ 

C Come, James, Mother’s waiting.’ 

c Oh, bother my beastly old nature walk.’ 

€ Come, dear.’ 

1 Last time I only got one silly old hip. And 
Miss Mivart wouldn’t let me turn somersaults 
on the railings. I don’t like my nature walk.’ 

Mrs. Curtis placed a hand upon her son’s 
shoulder. Pouting, rubbing his face, he was 
passed from the room. 
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Kate broke the silence, murmuring: 
c Dash it all, it is the hols. As a matter of 
fact, I’m going to stoke up the schoolroom fire 
and do some sewing.’ 

Uncle Oswald was still there, standing by 
the window, lighting his pipe. The girls looked 
at him, he looked at them, his glance slipping 
from one to the other with that odd compli¬ 
cated expression he had—half withdrawn, half 
intimate: mocking, caressing, sharply inquisi¬ 
tive. He shook his head, drawing at his pipe 
and smiling slowly, slowly $ and their answer¬ 
ing smiles seemed to flood the room with a sud¬ 
den warm light. But this was in fact the sun, 
breaking at last through the grey and falling 

on their faces. 

He came and stood in front of Olivia, his 
stubby tobacco-stained finger tapped on the 


diary. 

< Now where shall the little key be hidden? 
On Uncle Oswald’s watch-chain for safe keep¬ 
ing? ’ There was a world of insinuation in his 


voice. 

< I wouldn’t trust you.’ 

She laughed gaily; but picturing that key 
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dangling upon his paunch, at the disposal of 
those plump secretive paws, those pages naked 
at night beneath the opaque scrutiny of those 
caramel eyes, she felt her blood freeze. 

‘ A young girl’s innermost thoughts, her 
dreams. . . . What could be more delightful? ’ 

1 What could be more idiotic? 9 said Kate. 

c Though sometimes—sometimes,’ he whis¬ 
pered, eyeing Olivia innocently, cunningly, 

1 sometimes I wonder if I mightn’t—perhaps— 
be—just a trifle —shocked? 9 

She said hurriedly, feeling a blush begin: 

‘ Oh, Uncle Oswald, you were an angel to 
give me that ten bob.’ (That was the worst of 
him. Beneath everything he said lurked the 
kernel of a blush, and sooner or later it was 
bound to begin to sprout.) 1 You really oughtn’t 
to have bothered. It’s far too much.’ 

At this his face contracted, became a thing of 
wood. He waved a hand, silently departed. 

Kate sighed. 

c Funny old fish. I really do like him best 
of our relations. He’s not a complete bore. In 
fact he’s rather sweet.’ 

‘ Yes, he is. But don’t you sometimes feel 
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he’s slightly sinister?—that prying, hinting way 
he will go on, as if he was trying to grab at 
one’s thoughts? ’ 

‘ Oh, that’s all put on. It’s his sense of 
humour. I don’t take any notice, so he concen¬ 
trates on you. Poor old object, I wish he didn’t 
look so unappetizing. He simply doesn’t know 
the meaning of the word dirty-clothes basket.’ 

c I suppose that’s why he could never get 
anybody to marry him.’ 

‘ I might go and keep house for him in Lon¬ 
don next winter, after I’ve finished Paris. It 
’ud be a way of getting to London. I’m sure 
he’d love it. Mother’d have kittens though, I 
suppose.’ 

1 1 wonder what he does in London? ’ 

< I believe he’s a sort of librarian or secre¬ 
tary to some one—now and then.’ 

< It must be very now and then. He’s nearly 
always here. And I’m sure Mother doesn’t like 
having him. It’s queer. I asked Dad once if it 
was true he was awfully brainy, because I’d 
heard somebody say so: Aunt Edith, I think. 
And Dad said: He was once; but after he left 
school he never had very good health. Dad 
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sounded awfully sorry somehow. I didn’t like 
to ask any more. But I suppose that explains 
him.’ 

And they meditated upon his one food- 
spotted old black suit, his finger-nails, the dead 
grey hair falling over his grubby striped flannel 
collars} upon his mysterious London existence; 
upon the hint in the air—never explicitly on 
any tongue—that life had long ago somehow 
counted him out, labelled him Damaged ; and 
that, for this obscure reason, there was forbear¬ 
ance but no welcome in their mother’s reception 
of him; and in their father’s, something which 
he alone appeared to call forth: a kind of gentle 
solicitude; the faintest, most delicate indication 
of a desire to protect. 

After a while, Kate said carelessly: 

1 1 heard from that Kershaw creature.’ 

‘What? . . . Oh! . . . Why didn’t you . . .’ 
No use railing. It was just like her. ‘ Well? ’ 

She took from the pocket of her jersey a let¬ 
ter written in a minute and meticulous hand 
upon cream-coloured paper stamped with a blue 
college crest. Olivia felt a tremor as she read: 
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Dear Miss Curtis. 

Many thanks for your letter and invita¬ 
tion. I shall be very pleased to come and stay 
for the dance on the 17th. It is most kind of 
you to ask me. Please remember me to Mrs. 
Curtis.—Yours sincerely, 

Reginald Kershaw. 

‘ Hmm. He doesn’t let himself go, does he? 
You can’t tell much from that. What a lovely 
handwriting! ’ 

‘ Do you think so? A bit finicky, to my mind. 
Bank clerkish. Spotty, with glasses. “ Most 
kind ”—that’s distinctly shady. It’s what Miss 
Mivart would say. Why couldn’t he say how 
ripping of you. . . . Oh, he’ll call us Miss 
Curtis the whole time and amble round the 
room kicking our only slippers and pumping 
our arms up and down and clutching our skirts 
up in a lump at the back so that the backs of 
our-knees show.’ 

< Shut up. I don’t think he sounds a bit like 
that. Much more the athletic sort who can’t ex¬ 
press themselves. Big and fair, with lovely 
teeth and a deep energetic rather abrupt voice. 
Kershaw sounds awfully footballish.’ 
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‘ Ah, but what about Reginald? . . . Chin 
chin Reggie! I feel I must call you Reggie. My 
mother knew you when you were just a wee 
woolly bundle. . . . Ugh! . . . Still, I sup¬ 
pose we must thank our stars.’ 

c Of course we must.’ 

For now the dance was safe, and anticipation 
could range free. Now they were at least c and 
partner’: though the plural requested by the 
invitation card had proved beyond their powers. 
In spite of Marigold Spencer’s airy encourage¬ 
ments over the telephone: c Come anyhow. We 
only put partners so as to have some over for 
the puddings,’ it had seemed too deep an hu¬ 
miliation to have to confess to total failure. Yet 
daily, hope had dwindled. There were no part¬ 
ners—at least no possible ones, said Kate with 
angry tears: thinking of those three Heriot boys 
on top of the hill—those handsome and dash- 
ing, those eminently desirable partners, so near, 
so far, so obviously the very thing, so unpre¬ 
pared to be so—shooting down from London, 
from Oxford to discharge guns in adjacent 
fields, to ride in point-to-points, to dance at 
hunt balls, all with such utter disregard of the 
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existence of neighbours, such whole-hearted ab¬ 
sorption in the starry galaxy plucked for each 
occasion from other brighter skies. They would 
certainly be going to Marigold’s coming-out 
dance j as certainly be having a house-party for 
it. 

But Mrs. Curtis, after rebuking Kate, had 
forthwith started to devote the energies of a 
powerful mind to the question of partners. For 
an invitation from Meldon Towers was not one 
to refuse: Sir John and Lady Spencer were on 
the board of, in the chair of, at the head of 
every committee in the county, an admirable 
couple, shedding a wholly beneficent public 
glow. Shortly afterwards she had remarked with 
a reminiscent smile: ‘Your grandfather was 
very strict indeed. Aunt May and I never went 
anywhere without a chaperon. No young man 
was ever allowed inside the house.’ And then 
she had added, actually added: ( To his knowl¬ 
edge . . .’ and looked aside with some roguish¬ 
ness. Also she’d said with a sigh: ‘ We were 
very fond of dancing. Bournemouth was a gay 
place in those days. I dare say it still is.’ And 
with these words she had risen up suddenly be- 
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fore her daughters, not as she was—not ma¬ 
tronly, dignified, rather ponderous in action, not 
absolute domestic dictator, censor, not queller 
of giggling-fits, detector of subterfuges, swift 
snubber, just admonisher—but fond of a laugh, 
flirtatious; whirling round flushed in the waltz 
and lancers; but light, slight-waisted, with her 
hair piled up on top of her head: stooping in 
her low-cut puff-sleeved ball-dress to smooth 
and pat herself in the glass, thinking: ‘ Yes— 
pretty . . slipping out to post a letter on the 
sly, letting somebody in with laughter and whis¬ 
pers by the side door at Bournemouth. So that 
they thought with a new detached amusement 
and appreciation: no wonder she didn’t trust her 
daughters. Time gaped behind them, severing 
her from them, illuminating the shape of a 
lively Miss West of Bournemouth, who, acci¬ 
dentally meeting a middle-aged Mr. Curtis at 
a complicated junction, had got carried away 
irrevocably with him along a new line to the 
place where she was now. Perhaps she looked 
back and thought with a sense of loss: how 
happy I was then; comparing all she had now— 
husband, home, children—unfavourably with 
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having nothing. And they experienced a faint 
uneasiness, rather as if the eiderdown had 
slipped off in the night, half waking them in 
dim discomfort. What on earth had caused their 
parents to marry? What relationship lay buried 
beneath the appearance of temperate esteem, the 
habitual amicability with which they treated one 
another? 

The list of local young men was small, un¬ 
fruitful, soon exhausted. It was then, when 
hope was paling, that Mrs. Curtis made the 
great decision: young men should be invited to 
stay. But in vain the net was cast abroad. Cous¬ 
ins, one naval, one military, and one on the stage 
(but only occasionally, very discreetly and ob¬ 
scurely so) all sent polite regrets. Kate wept in 
the night. Olivia felt worried several times. 
Mrs. Curtis began to let fall philosophical re¬ 
flections of a general and stoical character. Reg¬ 
gie Kershaw, son of an old school friend and 
one of a secondary or passive group of god¬ 
children, lost sight of since the christening mug, 
had been remembered, recalled from inactivity, 
staked in a last desperate gamble. And they had 
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won. Mysteriously, out of the void, they had 
fished up an authentic young man. 

Kate sighed again. 

‘ And all we know is he was such a bonny 
baby.’ 

‘ I bet she’ll tell him so too.’ 

‘ Pm afraid it’s no good hoping Mother’s old 
school friends could produce anything exciting. 
Why are they all widows who’ve had such sad 
lives? ’ 

* Or cheery little women who’ve always 
struggled so bravely ... ? ’ 

c It’s too morbid. Olivia, shall we ever know 
any men? any one who’s any use, I mean. 
Mum’s standards are so shatteringly low. Al¬ 
ways creatures we must be kind to because 
they’re albinos or because they’ve got hare lips 
or impediments in their speech . . .’ 

c Or else because their poor mothers can’t 
afford evening-clothes for them.’ 

‘ In fact, Ask him because he hasn’t got a 
tail-coat is roughly her motto about dances. 
Gosh! It ’ud be just our luck if Reg turns up 
in a hired dinner-jacket.’ 

But their cynicism was assumed. Already they 
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were busy wondering whether he preferred 
blondes or brunettes, which of them he would 
dance with most, who would show him his bed¬ 
room, whether it would be all right to be seen 
coming to or from the bath in their dressing- 
gowns, what they could talk about at meals to be 
bright, to cover their father’s remarks and Uncle 
Oswald’s silences. And they were going through 
their limited wardrobes—the fawn? the red? the 
green? the grey and blue?—and thinking in 
what a friendly sensible unaffected way they 
would treat him: so that they would appear well 
used to entertaining young men. And Kate fin¬ 
gered her letter, and thought how curiously at¬ 
tractive it was, the whole thing—the small 
glossy cream page, the little blue crest, the ef¬ 
fect of decoration produced by the tiny care¬ 
fully-spaced handwriting. It was thrilling. She 
decided to keep it in her desk, for a bit anyway. 

c Well, I suppose we must begin the day. 
Violet’ll be flouncing in to clear in a minute.’ 

< pm off to Miss Robinson. Oh, Kate, I do 
bless you. Supposing it had been a pretty pale 
blue? Stoke the fire up against my return. At 
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this time of year young girls can’t be too care¬ 
ful.’ 

She looked out at the garden, at the frail 
winter radiance falling on grey grass and mauve 
crumpled earth of rose-beds, dissolving branch 
and tree-trunk into shafts of muffled light and 
shadow. 

Yes, the sun’s coming out. And it’s my birth- 

The door was opened by old Mrs. Robinson: 
toothless, scored with wrinkles, exhaling the 
curious smell of an old woman. Something al¬ 
most forgotten returned sharply: a lean figure, 
bobbing, misshapen, black woollen crossover 
pulled tight over bowed shoulders, white cork¬ 
screw ringlets and scalp showing through, tenu¬ 
ous voice hovering, pouncing out of the jaw’s 
shaken hollow cave: Come in, my dear; come 
in !—and the same smell at the door of a dark 
cottage: the frightening visits to the gardener’s 
antique mother once a week with a pound of 
tea and sugar. 

‘ I’ll tell my daughter.’ Old Mrs. Robin¬ 
son’s voice was grudging, pessimistic. 1 She’s 
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been laying down with the nooralgia. I don’t 
hardly think she’s fit to see you. She’s been bad 
all the week. I tell her it’s her teeth, but she 
says she’d rather have the pain than let the 
dentist look at her. I don’t know how it’ll end, 
I’m sure. Are you all keeping pretty well? ’ 

‘ Frightfully well, thank you.’ 
c Ah . . . I’m glad to hear that. This weath¬ 
er’s that treacherous, you never know.’ She 
opened further stops, increasing the volume of 
her dirge. ‘ And I’ve been so poorly lately with 
my old trouble. I don’t know what it is to get a 
good night’s sleep. In fact, we’ve all been 
poorly. If you’ll just take a chair I’ll call her. 
But I don’t hardly think she’s fit . . .’ 

I hate her, thought Olivia, left alone. It was 
the same catalogue of complaints every time. 
The Robinsons vied with each other in chronic 
suffering. The air in the house was heavy, lu¬ 
gubrious with their minor afflictions. But old 
Mrs. Robinson and the eldest daughter (the 
one whose weakness was in the head, who never 
appeared and never did anything) and the sec¬ 
ond daughter (the Post Office one) had a store 
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of meek and voluptuous Christian patience on 
which to nourish disease; and the youngest, the 
dressmaking Miss Robinson, had none. She had 
only her imagination. 

Waiting in the chilly buff front sitting-room, 
Olivia thought about religion. It was undoubt¬ 
edly a fact that faith was failing. Nowadays, at 
the moment of getting into bed, when a life¬ 
time’s habit still suggested prayer, one’s imme¬ 
diate reaction was a confused mental protest, 
like an impatient shrug of scepticism; and 
straightway, a shade uneasy, into bed one got 
and thought about something else. Gone this 
many a day were those ecstasies, that crouching 
low upon the pillow, eyeballs pressed to palms, 
till stars and coloured globules appeared, and 
one began to be almost sure one was in the pres¬ 
ence of God. Suspicious now seemed that brief 
mystical period when a shining white Shape 
had appeared one evening among the flowers 
on the altar during Easter Mission week: when 
one had fallen on one’s knees and thanked God 
for the Revelation: and remembered to offer 
thanks again each night at the same hour for a 
fortnight. There was no savour left now in put- 
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ting on best coats and hats for church. The only 
point of interest remaining was the spectacle of 
the High antics of the new curate, his duckings, 
wavings, uprisings at the altar—carried out with 
a kind of ardent breeziness, a frenzy of disre¬ 
gard for the outraged, flaming-cheeked, mouth¬ 
pursing, head-shaking Lowness of his congre¬ 
gation. 

But Kate had not lost her faith. She went on 
getting up in the dark for Early Service, breath¬ 
ing every response, sitting with a modest pure 
attentive expression under her Sunday hat brim 
beneath the streams of eloquence and beams of 
fervour playing upon her from the pulpit: for 
the new curate, whose eyes were large and fa¬ 
natically pale, had formed the habit of fixing 
them upon Kate and preaching to her alone. 
And though this was of course a joke, it was 
sometimes a joke that didn’t quite come off: 
as if Kate were not quite so amused as oneself5 
as if she might be reserving a secret satisfaction. 
Also she looked pure the day the curate came to 
tea, and stonily refused to respond when one 
caught her eye and winked; and said afterwards 
nothing disgusted her more than vulgarity. God 
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was taboo between them now: in fact, the whole 
family avoided the subject. Dad was an atheist: 
so definitely so that the sight of a clergyman ir¬ 
ritated him5 and one could say at school: My 
father is an atheist j while Mother delicately 
concealed her beliefs, if any, assuming a curi¬ 
ously formal and reverent manner, unfavour¬ 
able to levity, at any symptom of the subject j 
and severely rebuking James when he exclaimed 
Good God on seeing rice pudding again. Nowa¬ 
days it took James’s nerve to embark on reli¬ 
gious discussion j and the appalling nature of 
his spiritual problems, propounded always at 
meals, upset the entire family equilibrium. For 
Dad would lead him on and encourage him to 
pick holes in Mother’s painstaking but evasive 
explanations, while Kate put on her we-are-not- 
amused face, and one giggled oneself, and 
James, incited by Dad, started to show off and 
had to be snubbed. 

Some time or other I must think it all out, 
read some helpful books, really worry about 
it . . . Oh, but it can’t be helped! It’ll all 
come right. Because, of course, I do believe 
• • • I believe—I believe in everything . . . 
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sun, moon, stars, in seasons, trees, flowers— 
people, music, life . . . yes, in life. She was 
shaken with excitement, took a deep breath. . . . 

Silence reigned in the house. Where was 
Miss Robinson? Opening the piano with its fret- 
wood and fluted pink silk face, she played a few 
muffled bars of Little Grey Home in the West, 
which topped the pile of songs upon the bracket. 
Homing was beneath it; A Broken Doll; Two 
Eyes of Grey; The End of a Perfect Day; 
Indian Love Lyrics; dozens more—a rich col¬ 
lection. The youngest Miss Robinson, gay- 
hearted, quivering, hysterical, started away now 
and then from the odour of complacent dejec¬ 
tion and sanctified decay; but she could escape 
no further than to the front room and the 
twanging piano and the wild warbling of volup¬ 
tuous ballads. This room, called now the fitting- 
room, she had won for herself: these four walls 
held the remnants of her freedom, her humour, 
her hope, like a wistful and dwindling presence 
within therm For she was sinking, fatally en¬ 
meshed, struggling feebly and more feebly as 
youth slipped from her year after year, and old 
Mrs. Robinson continued to be alive, and vir- 
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ginity, like a malignant growth, gnawed at her 
mind and body. 

The floor creaked overhead: she was prepar¬ 
ing to come down. Of course she would come. 
This was the hundredth time she had been pre¬ 
maturely extinguished beneath the murky par¬ 
ent wing only to emerge shortly afterwards at 
the top of her form. For, like the trumpet upon 
the war horse, the words Some one to see you 
acted upon her spirits; and among her limited 
clientele Olivia was juiciest prey and first fa¬ 
vourite. 

Here she came now, her step lively, and 
humming a little tune. Her eager beaming face 
shot round the door. 

* Hullo, Miss Robinson . 5 

c Hul look! I was expecting you. Saw you in 
the tea-leaves last night . 5 

4 Did you really? Pm so sorry you’ve got 
neuralgia . 5 

She put her hand quickly to her cheek. 

* Aoh, it’s awful . 5 Her pale tranced bulging 
eyes stared mournfully. But immediately she 
added: 1 Aoh, it’s nothing much. It goes off and 
comes on. Couldn’t be bothered to get up, that’s 
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all. Thought Gertie could do some work for a 
change.’ She giggled, clapped hand to mouth, 
signifying a joke. ‘ Oo, it’s parky in here. I’ll 
pop and fetch the stove.’ 

She darted from the room, darted back again, 
negligently swinging a smoking Valor Perfec¬ 
tion j uttered a kind of bray on seeing the red 
silk which Olivia had spread upon a chair to 
dazzle her. 

‘ Aaaoh! Scrumptious! What’s that for? An 
evening gownd? I never! You’ll look all right 
in that. Beautiful quality. No stinting this time 
either, from the look of it. Isn’t it bright 
though? The Scarlet Woman.’ She winked. 
< Whose choice was that, may I ask? Not Moth¬ 
er’s surely? ’ 

‘ No. It was Mother’s present, but Kate 
chose it.’ 

< Aoh, Kate, was it? Well—it wouldn’t be 
everybody’s taste, but I like something out of 
the usual. Some can carry off something out of 
the usual, some can’t. You can—though no one 
could call you a bewtee. Shouldn’t mind seeing 
meself straoll into a ballroom in this. I always 

fancied flaime.’ 
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She flung the material round her shoulders, 
laughing to see, in the glass, her pale pared- 
away face of a hare incongruously top the dash- 
ing gypsy richness. 

‘ Well, you’ll be noticed in this, anyway. I 
don’t say but what it won’t give you more chance 
than those insipid shades. Your mother’s not 
one for what I call show, is she? ’ 

1 Oh no.’ 

Olivia considered serviceable dark brown or 
navy-blue winters, holland and tussore sum¬ 
mers j cream viyella blouses, white pique tennis 
skirtsj all plain, neat, subdued, unbecoming. 
The patches of colour splashing one’s ward¬ 
robe’s life history were as rare, now one came to 
think of it, as roses in December. Each one re¬ 
mained vivid in memory: isolated accidents, 
shocks of brightness: a crimson ribbon slotted 
through an early white party frock, exciting, 
evoking again the drop of blood of the fairy 
story piercing the cold, blank, startled snow, 
piercing her smooth mind indelibly, as she read, 
with sudden stain j an orange Liberty scarf on a 
straw hat 5 a curious coat of violet frieze that 
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winter of wearing half-mourning for Mother’s 
father. 

Now that I’m grown up and can choose my 
own clothes, I’ll wear bright colours always. 

c And oh, angel Miss Rob, can you do it for 
next week? It’s for a dance.’ 

c A dance! I say, you are getting on. You’ll 
be ever so gay before long, I suppose. Aoh, 
aren’t some people lucky? Well, don’t forget 
—I’ll make your wedding-dress.’ Her elastic 
features expressed excruciating amusement. 

‘ I’ll remember.’ Olivia smiled, seduced by 
the suggestion. 

c Aoh, aren’t some people lucky. . . .’ 

Miss Robinson looked at her with hungry 
curiosity: seeing perhaps lights, flowers, silks 
and satinsj hearing music and the vibrating 
tones of gentlemen in evening-dress; seeing 
rings, trousseaux, orange-blossom, and bridal 
lilies and processions: more or less the sort of 
glamorous effect produced in one’s own imag¬ 
ination by the thought of Cousin Etty Somers 
moving against her mysterious London back¬ 
ground. 

When Etty came to spend a few days in the 
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country with her cousins, and was arch and 
coaxing with Dad, and with Mother serious- 
minded, delicate, overtired, needing rest and 
Ovaltine, and lay smoking on the schoolroom 
sofa, and blew scent over herself from a spray, 
and gave them cast-off wisps of chiffon under¬ 
clothing, too small for them, and staggered 
their straining ears with tales of kisses and 
would-be kisses—then romance was made flesh. 
Then they could but gaze, listen, hover, de¬ 
voutly carry up the breakfast tray, could but 
lament the wretched contrast afforded by their 
own lives—the humdrum present, the dreary 
future. So perhaps Miss Robinson’s fate ap¬ 
peared to her when she thought of the Misses 
Curtis. Poor thing. For the first time, Miss 
Robinson’s life rose up objectively and faced 
her. Olivia saw it with dismay, with guilt. She 
made frocks for other girls to dance in. She 
would stay in this awful house, seeing the sea¬ 
sons change over this view of allotments, as 
long as she lived. Oh dear. . . . 

1 you thought of any particular style? I 
don’t suppose you had. You aren’t much of a 
one to know your own mind—not like Kate, are 
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you? Here’s the latest.’ She wetted her finger 
and flicked over the pages of Fashions for AIL 
c What about this, now, with the draiping in 
the front? Or that’s smart, look—the fullness 
both sides like a pannier sort of effect. That’s 
distinctly out of the usual, isn’t it? ’ 

c Wouldn’t it—mightn’t it broaden me? ’ 
c Well, it might. You are on the broad side, 
aren’t you? Nothing to Mother, though, are 
you?— yet? She winked. ‘ Well, I tell you. 
Have the draiping one side only and caught 
here ’—she prodded Olivia’s left hip—‘ in a 
graiceful bow. That ’ud take off from your 
hips.’ 

4 And a flower. A big silver rose—or some¬ 
thing.’ Olivia woke up, clearly seeing a silver 
spray on flame-coloured silk. 

< Aoh! ’ Miss Robinson shrieked, clapped her 
hands. < The very thing! Well done you! Slow 

but sure—I always say so.’ 

< I’ll buy one in Tulverton.’ With Uncle Os¬ 
wald’s ten shillings. 

< Aoh, we’ll make you look posh. Those tin- 
sel blumes are so artistic. What about the bod¬ 
ice, now? V, rounded, boat, or square? And how 
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much of your chest and arms do you mean to 
expaose? ’ 

€ Oh . . . not too much. . . .’ She relapsed 
into uncertainty, gazing in the glass at the pair 
of knobs at the base of her neck, and the pro¬ 
tuberant ridge of her collar-bone. ‘ These 
ghastly salt-cellars. ... If only I could fill up 
here and go down behind.’ 

‘ Aoh, cheer up! How’d you like to be blessed 
with a frontispiece like the Miss Martins? I 
can’t hardly cut them a day V without getting 
down to nature. Though if it’s a choice, I’d 
rather have that than Mrs. Trotter’s—aoh, 
don’t speak of it!—right down below her waist. 
I couldn’t help remarking to Connie last time I 
fitted her, her shape’s enough to put ideas into 
people’s heads.’ 

She put a hand to her mouth, slid a glance. 
An inner Miss Robinson seemed to peer out 
suddenly, give a lewd nudge, whisper: Come 
on now! How much d’you know? And for a 
moment a whole train of surreptitious words 
(such as fornication, and White Slave Traffic), 
shameful images, obscure warnings' (such as, 
never travel alone with a man in a railway 
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carriage) seemed—horrors!—about to become 
pieced together into the Facts of Life and 
slipped furtively into her hand by Miss Rob¬ 
inson. But next moment she had turned her at¬ 
tention outward, the lid was safely on. It was 
with her usual somewhat half-baked brightness 
that she remarked: 

( That young Mrs. Jones at the farm is that 
way again, I see. Have you noticed her? And 
the last not a year. Aren’t men selfish? I tell 
Connie there’s worse things than being single.’ 

Olivia summoned the arch disbelief expected 
of her. 

c All the same you’ll be getting married your¬ 
self one of these days, you know.’ 

< Aoh, go on! Not I. Why, I’m a reg’lar old 

maid now.’ 

She looked in the glass, smoothing her skirt 
over her hips. She had a trim figure, rounded 
and compact, and she wore her white shirt blouse 
and navy-blue skirt with a little air that gave 
them a distinct appeal. The colour was starting 

to flame over her cheekbones. 

Why shouldn’t Miss Robinson get married? 
Though plain, she was prettier than some, she 
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loved a joke, could play the piano and sing, 
was domesticated, warm-hearted, good-tem¬ 
pered and generous, her nature craved affection. 
But she wouldn’t get a husband: she hadn’t a 
chance now. She was thirty. Letting I dare not 
wait upon I would, youth had gone by; and 
now the candour of her desires was muddied, 
her spark of spirit spent. Never would she do 
now what once she had almost done: walked out 
of the house and left them all whining and gone 
to London to earn her living. That was after the 
death of Mr. Robinson, an able cheerful man— 
manager of a department in the mills, church¬ 
warden, clerk to the Parish Council. Though 
Connie said We must all look after Mother 
now, and Gertie under emotional stress lost what 
head she had and needed special care, and 
Mother said I need all my dear daughters 
round me now, God willing we shall never part 
in this life, I feel it won’t be long before I too 
Go Home—in spite of all this, she would—al- 
most —have gone, and been the selfish one, the 
undutiful, the heartbreakerj and never come 
back to Little Compton again. But of course she 
hadn’t done it. She didn’t even know now that 
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she disliked her mother. Enmeshed in those 
collapsible leather tentacles, she felt comfort¬ 
able, developed poor health, had her nerves j 
went out only on Wednesday afternoons with 
Connie for a little shopping and perhaps the 
pictures in Tulverton: for they kept themselves 
to themselves, finding, they said, all the society 
they wanted in their own home. Then, too, in 
a little place like Little Compton one had one’s 
position to consider: one had to be wary, touchy, 
quick to take offence at fancied slights or mis¬ 
placed familiarity. One could pass the time of 
day with the wife of one’s right-hand neigh¬ 
bour, a market gardener, but not with the wife 
of the bricklayer on one’s left—a very common 
person. One could have considered the offer of 
a Sunday walk with the local bank clerk (who 
had never offered), but never with the hand¬ 
some young cowman (who had): so far forget¬ 
ting himself once as to accost Connie and Elsie 
in the lane and make that very suggestion. And 
though haughtily repudiated, who shall say 
how often it and the dark-eyed, broad-shoul¬ 
dered, full-lipped maker of it appeared, irre- 
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pressibly, in strange places and curious disguises, 
in the dreams of the Misses Robinson? 

Feverishly flicking over the pages of Fash¬ 
ions for All y she continued: 

4 I suppose I’ve had my chances like every¬ 
body else: more than some perhaps.’ 

4 I’m sure you have.’ 

c I dare say I’m fussy.’ She looked with 
hauteur at her own reflection. 4 I always say, 
with a man you never know what you’ve got 
till it’s too late, and then where are you? Good 
husbands don’t igzackly grow like blackberries, 
do they? No. People don’t know when they’re 
lucky. I often think us single ones are spared a 
lot. Many a time Mother’s passed the remark 
how thankful we should be to be together.’ 

The colour, darkening and throbbing on her 
cheekbones, began to come out in patches down 
her neck. 

4 Give us a song before I go, Miss Robinson.’ 

4 Aoh, go on! You don’t want to hear my 
caterwaudling.’ 

Yes, I do. Come on.’ Olivia patted the 
piano-stool. 

4 Aoh, you are a one for setting me off.’ She 





58 


placed herself with alacrity upon the stool. 
i What’ll you have? The usual? ’ 

Without more ado, she plunged into the 
opening bars of Pale Hands I Loved . Her voice 
was a shrieking nasal soprano, subject to long 
passages of acute tremolo. After this, she passed 
on with scarcely a pause to Less Than The Dust . 
A deep oriental drumming filled the room, the 
piano shook, the aspidistra quivered in its pink 
china pot upon the bamboo stand, the beads on 
the overmantel shivered and winked, the photos 
clacked against the wall. Miss Robinson swooped 
up, swooped down, recklessly leaping ticklish in¬ 
tervals. It was a short but very intense song. At 
the close she was considerably exhausted. Beads 
of perspiration stood upon her large pale nose. 

‘ Wonderful! Gosh, I wish I could sing and 
accompany myself. Dad says there’s no accom¬ 
plishment to compare with it, for a woman.’ 

Miss Robinson sighed. 

c I’ve been too poorly of late to practise. I 
wasn’t doing myself justice.’ She brooded upon 
the piano-stool. ‘ If I’d have had better health 
. . . and if Mother could have spared me, I 
might have taken it up. We took a holiday at 
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Brighton one August—some time ago now, be¬ 
fore Father died. I must have been about eight¬ 
een. There was a gentleman in our boarding¬ 
house, a professional. Aoh, he had a scrump¬ 
tious voice, a tenor. He would have it I ought 
to go in for it. He said I might go far with 
training and a natural gift like mine. But 
Mother was dead against it.’ For a moment a 
faint echo of resentment sharpened her voice. 
‘ She said my constitution ’ud never stand up 
against a professional life. He took me to hear 
Clara Butt sing on the pier once. It was lovely.’ 

Olivia nodded eagerly. Custom could never 
stale the Brighton gentleman. For one thing, 
his variety was almost infinite, especially with 
regard to age, colour of hair and eyesj for an¬ 
other, Miss Robinson’s feelings towards him 
were excessively unstable. Sometimes one teased 
her and she bridled, shrieked j sometimes she 
inclined to cynicism. Now the affair would ex¬ 
pand emotionally, threaten to become the Grave 
of Love, decked with sighs of discreet resigna¬ 
tion and hints of everlasting fidelity j now it 
would contract, stiffen disconcertingly into a 
Friendship: Platonic: not a subject for ribaldry. 
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But through all the capricious metamorphoses 
of the Brighton gentleman one factor remained 
constant: his gentlemanliness. He had never 
gone too far, never made a tendentious speech, 
or snatched a kiss j never in any way forgotten 
himself. He had taken her to the concert and 
brought her back again j and so dropped still¬ 
born, as it were, upon the doorstep in the act of 
raising his bowler in farewell j and so vanished j 
and afterwards been mystically reconceived and 
brought to birth by Miss Robinson. From out 
the dark phantasmagoric grove of her subcon¬ 
scious he would emerge, thither retreat for ever, 
assembling into many a shape and beckoning 
shadowj but never again to be one and indi¬ 
visible. 

To-day, however, after a few moments ab¬ 
sentmindedness she brushed him aside of her 
own accord, banged down the piano lid, skipped 

to the window. < 

‘Who’s that passing? Mrs. Uniack. Ugiy 

shape, isn’t she?—so squat. They say she has 
very queer turns—change of life, you know. 
Her husband drinks something shocking. Some 
days he can’t go to business—she lets on it’s his 
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war wound.’ Miss Robinson uttered a hearty 
laugh. ‘The airs she gives herself! Her father 
was nothing but a millhand—did you know? Of 
course he worked up—made his money. There’s 
some funny tales about that too. He died of 
softening. I’m sorry for any one who has 
to nurse softening. Dreadful—so disgusting.’ 
She grimaced. ‘ Looks nice out to-day. I might 
take a walk round. Haven’t poked me nose out 
for a week.’ She giggled. ‘ Too much trouble. 
Here’s your hat. That new? Velore—not a bad 
shape. But you never did look your best in a 
hat. You haven’t the knack. Now that Miss 
Cooper, she may be too sallow, but she can put a 
hat on. She looks reelly chick in that Sunday 
felt of hers. Well—you come on Monday for 
your fitting.’ 

‘Right-o. Did we—did we settle about it? ’ 

c Aoh, I’ll draipe it on you, that’s the best. 
Don’t you worry. We’ll make you look posh. 
You’ll be cutting your sister out.’ 

c Oh noy I couldn’t.’ 

‘ Aoh, cheer up. One man’s meat’s another 
man’s poison. You mayn’t have the looks, but 
you’ve got that sympathetic look in your eye.’ 
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She winked. £ So she’s off to Paris soon. Gay 
Paree! Won’t she have a time! And you’ll be 
left behind. Never you mind. You make the 
most of it. I dare say it’s very nice to have a 
sister, but there’s times when you can spare one 
for a bit. . . She clapped a hand to her mouth. 
c Aoh, aren’t I awful? But you know what I 
mean. Take my advice and don’t miss your op¬ 
portunities. Bye-bye. See you Monday. Mind 
the step.’ 

Standing at the door, she nodded rapidly, 
waved, her wan face creased with smiles. 

In a moment she would go back, humming, 
to fold the material, drink in the tonic of its 
caressing brightness: for colours revived her 
spirits, textures soothed her. She would take it 
to show Mother and Gertiej their three heads 
would stoop over it. After a bit she wouldn t 
feel so cheerful. She would droop, get another 
shocking twinge in her face, feel too poorly to 

go out to-day, shed tears. . . . 

Olivia shut the stiff little iron gate. She 
looked back at the slate roof, gable, tile and 
stucco fagade, one of a row of three, the inscrip¬ 
tion Carrickfergus in white glass lettering 


63 


above the front door. The house on the right 
was called Winona, the one on the left Dun- 
donald. They were known in the family as 
Grandpapa’s houses: for Grandpapa, that benefi¬ 
cent potentate, had built them, as well as the 
Parish Hall in the same style. They stood aloof 
from the old, the picturesque, the insanitary 
village proper—examples of modern improve¬ 
ment j and much local prestige attached to them. 
One must be very proud of all Grandpapa’s 
works. . . . She looked at them. But surely 

surely they didn’t look very nice? ... in 
^ act —horrid? All that pretentiousness and minc¬ 
ingness and mixture of materials. Fancy Grand¬ 
papa having built such ugly houses. She sum¬ 
moned the portrait in the dining-room—the 
noble beard, the prosperous frock-coat, well- 
rounded waistcoat, all the marks of his infalli¬ 
bility. She felt embarrassed for him, uncomfort¬ 
able in her family sense, almost guilty. Fancy 
criticizing Grandpapa. 

At the upper window appeared the top half 
of old Mrs. Robinson. Mauve, sagging, spying, 

false, her face looked down from its habitual 
watch-tower. 
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She’ll never die. If I come back in ten years, 
I’ll see her sitting there, like a spider, just the 
same. And she’ll come huddling down, wailing 
that her daughter is too poorly, too poorly . . . 
Suddenly Olivia had a vision: Miss Robinson 
in a darkened room, the shutters drawn, the key 
turned j and old Mrs. Robinson on guard, out¬ 
side the door. 

By God’s will in another ten years, Miss Rob¬ 
inson would be very poorly, very poorly indeed. 

§ 4 

She took the field path that ran up to the 
green, then down again past the farm to the 
foot of the garden. From the top of the incline 
she looked down and saw the village sitting in 
the faint sun. Smoke went straight up W* cot “ 
tage chimneys, and the women were hanging 
out their washing. Patches of pink and blue 
glowed among white patches. One line had a 
yellow striped apron and one a scarlet petticoat. 
There was something about the look of the 
washing and the fences and the arrangement of 
roofs behind—some thatched, some tiled with 
old-gold, lichen-covered tiles, all steaming and 
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silvered with pale light—something that made 
her wish to record it, keep it somehow. It was 
the beginning of the mood that led to wanting 
to write poetry. Veils of illusion seemed to float 
over the familiar scene, half-hiding, half-reveal¬ 
ing it under an eternal aspect. It looked like the 
picture of the village, not like itself. 

There in the distance was Mrs. Wells-Straker, 
widow of widows, flowing, streaming towards 
the church in all her crepe. Was it some Saint’s 
Day, thanksgiving, penance or commemoration 
known only to herself and the curate? Or per¬ 
haps a private communing with the late Mr. 
Wells-Straker. . . . For his memorial tablet 
was the pivot of her life j and beneath it she sat, 
or with loud creaks and rustles knelt, herself a 
monument, a Stygian effigy, for some part of 
every day. Mr. Smedley must find her fervour 
and regularity a great encouragement. Why 
then did he wear that distant patient look, as of 
suffering concealed, when he saw her waiting 
for him in the churchyard after service? 

Olivia broke into an imitative jog-trot, then 
checked herself. It was her best imitation, but 
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she oughtn’t to do it. Mrs. Wells-Straker was 
so very kind; and if she met one would gently 
call Good morning, dear; and when she had 
asked after Mother, Father, and little brother, 
would say with loving sympathy : c And so you’ll 
be losing your dear sister before long. You’ll 
miss her sadly, sadly, I’m afraid. Never mind, 
dear. Mother could never do without both her 
dear girls. Your turn will come, dear, all in 
good time.’ And her voice would caress, console, 
approve; make one feel good for staying at 
home and bearing the absence of Kate. 

Never mind, never mind, my turn will come! 
How would it come? When? Where? Though 
she was to dance at Marigold’s coming-out 
dance, though she as well as Kate had left Tul- 
verton day-school, she was to consider herself 
no less a student. Kate was to go to Paris; but 
she was going to specialize: try for a scholarship 
at Oxford, perhaps, and then take up teaching. 
For all young girls should be fitted for a career; 
though Kate’s remained by tacit consent unspeci¬ 
fied. There was none that attracted Kate in the 
least. She wished simply to go to Paris for a 
year; therefore, since French was bound to 
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come in useful whatever happened, to Paris she 
was going. But for Olivia there would be, in 
another few weeks, the early train to Tulver- 
ton againj the camel face of Mr. Blenkinsop 
(university coach), his mingling of subacidity, 
sawdust wit and cowering defensive bachelor 
ceremony. There would be the intractable mias- 
mic swamps of algebra and geometry, the leaden 
hour between twelve and one—cold feet, Plato, 


aching back, Virgil, empty stomach protesting; 
and then joy!—the orange curtains, purple-and- 
orange check cloths, Art pottery, Art waitresses 
(mob-capped), pallid eggs and coffee, Chelsea 
buns of Pomona’s Parlour. And then the post¬ 
prandial revival. In another few weeks she 


would retaste the flavour of Tulverton after¬ 


noons: French and German literature with be¬ 
loved Monsieur Berton, and twice a week the 
piano lesson—delightful forty minutes’ inter¬ 
lude: for she and Miss Baynes, blonde, vapor¬ 
ous, most unexacting teacher, had long ago 
come to an unspoken agreement—Olivia play¬ 
ing her pieces for ten minutes, Miss Baynes, in 
a gentle trance, for thirty. Meetings, too, of the 
Literary Society, arranged by Lady Spencer, 
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vigorous promoter of the cultural life, with lec¬ 
turers of all kinds reading such interesting pa¬ 
pers 5 or should a lecturer fail, Shakespeare fill¬ 
ing the breach, parts assigned, a list of expurga¬ 
tions drawn up beforehand by Lady Spencer to 
avoid awkwardness, and sent round to each 
member j so that one’s Shakespeare was scored 
with injunctions to skip, skip, skip. Sitting next 
to lazy ribald Marigold, who wrote limericks 
and drew skinny Gingers in her notebook, and 
embarked with affected innocence on censored 
passages, one spent one’s time giggling and 
frivolously conspiring with her against the 
other members—the pudding-faced girls, lean 
spinsters, prosperous matrons of Tulverton. 

The afternoons would hold their mounting 
happiness. She would walk back to the station 
for the 4.45 quite strangled sometimes with 
happiness made up unaccountably of opalescent 
dusk in the streets, and lamplight, and soon the 
blossoming almond, the crocuses in the public 
gardens, and shapes of roof and chimney-pot 
cut on the sky, and the footsteps of quiet people 
going home, and the remembered voice of Mon¬ 
sieur Berton saying with tenderness: My fa- 
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vourite pupil, and a muddled feeling of the im¬ 
portance of intellectual things, a determination 
to excel in—in what?—in serious subjects, in 
literature, music: to write a paper on King Lear 
and read it to the Society; and, most of all, the 
remembered face of Marigold, that sketch in a 
few light lines, so simple, so mysteriously com¬ 
plex in its eliminations. 

But now that Marigold was out, perhaps she 
would come no more to cast a luminous haze 
over the lecture-room. . . . And Kate, too, 
would be gone. The young and elderly men 
who got into the railway carriage to stare at 
Kate would get in no more. The journey home, 
the late tea, the schoolroom evenings would 
all be solitary. 

Darling Kate—but I don’t mind losing her 
at all—not at all. I don’t want to go with her 
to Paris. I want to do something absolutely dif¬ 
ferent, or perhaps nothing at all : just stay where 
I am, in my home, and absorb each hour, each 
day, and be alone; and read and think; and 

walk about the garden in the night; and wait, 
wait. . . . 

Oh dear! There was Major Skinner crossing 
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the cricket pitch towards her, with two retriev¬ 
ers and a spaniel. She hastened her pace. But: 

‘ Hullo, hullo, hullo! ’ he shouted from 
some way off, waving his pipe. There was noth¬ 
ing to do but stop, and hope her blush would 
arrive and subside before he caught up with 
her. ‘Where are you off to, eh? What about 
that lesson? When are we going to have that? 
Here am I, waiting every day, always at your 
service. . . .’ 

‘ Oh, thank you, Major Skinner. . . .’ 

She despaired, was dumb. For some time ago, 
meeting her near the links, Major Skinner had 
very kindly offered to teach her to play golf j 
and ever since she had had to avoid him or try 
to make excuses. Broad-minded in many ways 
though Mother was, for some reason she drew 
the line at golf with Major Skinner ) and had 
been quite disproportionately annoyed when 
Olivia came home and announced the glad news. 

‘ Well, what about to-day, what about to-day? 
No day like to-day. Jolly weather. You come 
along to the links this afternoon and we’ll have 

a round.’ 

< Pm awfully afraid I can’t to-day.’ 
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‘ Oh, you can’t to-day. Well, to-morrow 
then.’ 

i And to-morrow’s Girl Guides.’ 

4 Oh, Girl Guides, is it? What a busy little 
lady you are, aren’t you? Always got some¬ 
thing on. That’s the spirit. Well, I tell you 
what: you give me a ring when you’re free— 
see? You give me a ring.’ 

He was always hopeful, patient under disap¬ 
pointment. He looked her over ruminatively, 
lustful but gentlemanly, out of small blue 
bloodshot eyes. 

‘ How’s yer sister? y 

c She’s very well, thank you.’ 

‘ Hmm. Give her my salaams. Give her my 

salaams. And tell her—hmm. And yer father, 

how’s yer father? What’s he think of this Irish 

business? You ask him from me. Tell him I’ll 

come along and have a chat with him one of 
these days.’ 

* Yts > rather, I’ll tell him.’ 

He sent this message every time; but she had 
given up delivering it. It was somewhat oddly 
received at home; and anyway he never came. 
He didn’t ever send messages to Mother. 
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She bent to pat a retriever. 

< Fond of dogs? Nice brutes. You ought to 
have a dog, you and Miss Christabel.’ He al¬ 
ways called Kate Christabel. Perhaps, they 
thought, she reminded him of some one of that 
name whom he had once lovedj or perhaps he 
thought it suited her. Or perhaps he just got 
muddled. He hadn’t a very good memory. 
< Tell you what: next time Leila here has pup- 
pies you shall have one. I’ll let you know, and 
you can come along, both of you, and have first 

pick.’ 

< Oh, thank you. It would be lovely. 

How kind he was. Oh dear! One must just 
pray Leila wouldn’t have any more puppies: for 
it wouldn’t be allowed, it would certainly not 
be allowed; and it would be so terribly awk- 


Ward. . It* 

< Why don’t you and yer sister look in on my 
wife? Any afternoon. She’d be glad to see you, 
y’know. It’s a bit lonely for her down here¬ 
after what she’s been used to—in India, y kno 
—though of course she has h*r pals down from 
town . . • bridge. . . . D>u play bridge? 

< I’ m afraid not.’ 
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‘ Ah, you ought to play bridge. It’s a fine 
game. A game of skill, y’know. Got to use yer 
brains. There’s an article you’re not short of, 
I’ll be bound. Eh? You drop in for a cup of 
tea one afternoon and get her to give you a 
lesson.’ 

‘ I’d love to.’ 

Shame, despair again. Even though Dad 
lifted his hat with particular courtesy when he 
met Mrs. Skinner in the road, even though he 
referred to her in a light, winking sort of way 
as that glorious creature, Mrs. Skinner was ab¬ 
solutely taboo. For she had a past: twice mar¬ 
ried, twice divorced} literally dozens of co¬ 
respondents} cause of at least one suicide among 
Indian army subalterns} and now, though long 
since withdrawn from the fray into the obscure 
and indigent haven afforded by Major Skinner 
and there dwelling blamelessly—even, it ap¬ 
peared, devotedly—somehow, what with so 
much sherry-coloured hair, white powder, ver¬ 
milion lipstick, what with being childless (after 
so many opportunities), smoking in the village 
street, wearing such huge hats, such high heels 

somehow she had not contrived to become at 
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all respectable. Or perhaps it was chiefly her 
voice, so ravishingly rich and husky, tender as 
ripe fruit, mellowed by years of gin and to¬ 
bacco * or her smile, so surprisingly sweet, gen¬ 
erous, inviting, breaking in her face like the un¬ 
dying flame of a beauty almost swallowed up 
now in billowing fat. 

Anyway, it was being truthful to say one 
would love to go. She and Kate were united in 
their desire to make friends with Mrs. Skinner. 
Not that they could altogether condone the lip¬ 
stick j but one must be tolerant. Probably she 
didn’t realize in her dark little Tudor cottage— 
re-christened Chota-Ghurr by Major Skinner 
—what a terrible lot she put on. Then the house 
was so thrilling—quite unlike any one else’s— 
full of luscious green, blue, and purple cushions 
richly trimmed with gold braid, and brilliant 
shawls and pieces of embroidery, and huge 
signed photographs, and heavy perfumes, and 
cigarette smoke: very exotic, as Kate said. She 
was unconventional, that was all—awfully nice; 
they longed to go to tea with her. But it was no 
good: and Mrs. Skinner knew it. That was clear 
from her manner when they met in the street. 
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Each time she seemed to shrug her shoulders j 
though all she did was to greet one in passing 
with a friendly but ironic smile, a tiny shake of 
the head at once humorous and dignified j and 
straight on she went, leaving in her wake more 
than a whiff of camellia: something impalpable 
that seemed to surround her always, to trail 
after her, making hunger: a promise of comfort j 
as if, heaping the fire, drawing curtains, light¬ 
ing soft lamps, she were saying in that voice of 
hers: Yes. Yes. How foolish. What a pity. 
Never mind. Drink. Eat. Rest. I know. I know 
. . . and so smoothing out furrows of thought, 
brushing away anxious questions. 

Suddenly Olivia felt inclined to smile warmly, 
lingeringly at Major Skinner. She did so. She 
didn’t care. He was a dear. She was attracted 
by his human, his male quality—simple, sen¬ 
sual, kindly, pathetic. She was sorry for him, 
because all his offering was nothing but asking 
tentative, shamefaced, pretty sure it was no 
go, but never altogether daunted. Poor old fum¬ 
bling suppliant: he was getting old, he didn’t 
have much fun. The nice, the fresh young girls 
avoided him, made excuses. By this smile she 
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would make up to him for having to slight him. 

The smile made really more of an impres¬ 
sion than she had bargained for. He dropped 
his jaw, cleared his throat, blew his nose, pulled 
at his pipe, frantically summoned his dogs, mur¬ 
mured something incoherent, raised his cap, and 
went stamping away. After a bit he stopped, 
flipped up a toadstool with his stick, demolished 
some withered stalks of cow-parsley. He 
breathed deeply, saying Hmmmmmmmmmm 
. . . Then he said: I’ll be damned. He looked 
roundj but her skirts, her legs were just swing¬ 
ing round the corner. 

Olivia went on down the path, feeling cheer¬ 
ful. When she got to the stile she laughed out 
loud, thinking what a surprise she had given 

him. c 

8 5 

There as usual were the sweep’s children, or 
about five of the eight, hanging in a watchful 
breathlessly still cluster on the railings, their 
noses running, their dirty faces squashed against 

the spikes. 

< Hullo! ’ 
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< ’Allow! ’ A brief bronchial whisper, in uni¬ 
son. 

1 Been to school to-day? ’ 

‘ Yaas.’ 

c How’s the baby? 7 
Pause— 

c The owld biby? 7 

c Well—yes.’ It certainly did seem a very 
old baby, pinched, bald, blue, tottering. All the 
same, what a queer . . . Perhaps as a term of 
endearment, like old chap. 

< ’E’s bad.’ 

‘What’s the matter with him? 5 
‘ Got a cowld.’ 

‘ Oh dear. And have you got colds too? 7 
‘ Yaas.’ 

‘ All of you? 7 
i Yaas.’ 

‘ You’ve always got colds, haven’t you? 7 
‘ Yaas.’ 

Pause. Their collective face was tense with 
more to come. They spoke. 

‘ We got a new biby.’ 

‘ A new . . . Oh! Have you really? 7 
1 Yaas. Come las’ night.’ 
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‘ How nice.’ 

‘ Yaas. Muwer says if they send ’er any more 
she’ll frow ’em awiy.’ 

Intensely serious they were, hoarse, wary; 
forlorn as a group strayed from another world 
and clinging defensively together. Their eyes 
were sharp, bright, hard, rats’ eyes above high 
sharp cheekbones, their lips long, thin and flat, 
their skulls narrow and curiously knobbed. They 
didn’t look like other people’s children. They 
had hardly any hair; and undersized frames 
with square high shoulders, almost like hunch¬ 
backs, and frail legs; and they were enclosed in 
large trailing ragged coats, swathes of trouser, 
strange adult boots that clapped and flapped as 
they ran. Regularly once a year the new baby be¬ 
came the old baby. There seemed no warning, 
but there it was—another weevil, blanched, 
shrivelled, perfectly silent, carried forth from 
the cottage triumphantly among them for an 
airing, as ants convey an egg. Each year you 
didn’t think they’d rear it, but they did. Tough 
as stonecrop it pushed up, and joined the others 
on the railings. They were the worst family in 
the neighbourhood. Their cottage was un- 
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washed, unswept, verminous, littered with 
broken glass, broken china, odds and ends of 
soap-box and bedding: a dreadful problem. 
Mrs. Curtis sighed heavily, washed her hands 
in lysol coming back from visiting Mrs. Wain- 
wright with old clothes and good advice; looked 
pained, discussing each new arrival in lowered 
tones with the district nurse. Could nothing be 
done? Nothing could be done. The Wainwrights 
had a lot of family feeling. Though haggard, 
sagging, crooked, with chaotic teeth and hair, 
Mrs. Wainwright was by no means daunted or 
depressed, and frequently was heard to declare 
she wouldn’t be without one of them. Often of 
an afternoon, when not actually in the throes 
of childbirth, she abandoned her unprofitable 
household cares, put on a spirited hat with 
feathers, and took them all for a walk. Merrily 
the squeaking pram trundled, brimming with 
children. It was a very high, small, spidery 
pram, an unique design: very likely the First 
Pram. The older children swarmed around it. 
They went at a brisk pace up the road to the 
woods. When they came back towards dark the 
pram was heavier. The little ones lay softer. 
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Sometimes it was hen feathers, sometimes rabbit 
fur. ... Mrs. Wainwright was said to be a 

gypsy- 

Finding nothing more to say, Olivia passed 
on. At once they abandoned their group forma¬ 
tion and ran to the corner of the fence. She felt 
their eyes like gimlets in her back. When she 
had gone a little way, they started to call after 
her. 

‘ Livee-yer! Livee-yer! 9 
Very soon a hoarse chant arose, 

Livee Curtis is her nime, 

Single is her stition, 

’Appee is the luckee man 
Who mikes the alterition. 

And cackles, rude hoots and howls pursued 

her until she was out of sight. 

Really, it didn’t do to try to be nice to the 

little Wainwrights. 

§ 6 

She came to the grove of elms and the 
wooden gate at the bottom of the garden. There, 
among wet roots and rotting leaves, were three 
primroses in bloom. She crouched to look at and 
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touch them, then went on up the path into the 
kitchen garden. She admired the cabbage bed— 
its frosty sea-blues and greens, the modelling of 
the huge compact rosettes with their strong 
swelling curves and crisp-cut edges. The looser 
outer leaves held sparkling drops and violet 
shadows. She shook one, listening to its silky 
creak, watching the transparent water-beads slip 
and race like quicksilver. And these proud vital 
shapes were doomed to be chopped up, boiled, 
swallowed by humans with the utmost boredom 
and contempt. The very word cabbage was a 
joke, a term of ridicule. . . . But it was no 
good brooding over the sufferings, the unjust 
fate of vegetables. It was enough to have to 
worry about every thin dog, cat, horse one 
passed; to be gnawed with misery for birds in 
cages, cattle driven to market; to be unable to 
kill a wasp or squash an earwigj to feel a twinge 
even about flowers—in case it hurt them to be 
picked, torn from their companions. 

Oh, how could I face it if I ever had a great 
sorrow. . . . Could one hope to escape?— 
avoid each accident by slipping round the cor¬ 
ner? For a time perhaps; not for ever. One was 
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just walking irrevocably onward to the places 
where people would die. Dad! She saw him in 
her mind’s eye pacing slowly up and down, stop¬ 
ping to draw hard breaths, wrestling with his 
breath on bad asthma days. Oh, Dad, I’ll make 
you all right! She flew to him, to release him 
from that trap, to give him back smooth in¬ 
audible breath. ... It couldn’t be done. One 
had to stand beside him and listen. He said 
smiling: Not so good to-day. He never com¬ 
plained more than that about it. Another five 
years and he’d be seventy: an old man. Mr. Cur¬ 
tis has aged a lot lately. People were always say¬ 
ing that nowadays. Damn them, damn them. 
Aunt Edith on her last visit murmuring to 
Uncle Oswald: Surely I see a great change in 
Charles?—hoping to whisper about it, talk it 
over. But Uncle Oswald, bless him, had brisked 
up and snapped back: Change be hanged. Never 
been better. None of us get any younger. You 
don’t. He couldn’t bear his sister. . . . And 
anyway heaps of people lived to be well over 
eighty: especially invalids. It wouldn’t happen 
for a long time; and by then one would be dif¬ 
ferent, tougher. 


83 


8 7 

She saw two figures ahead of her in the rose 
garden—James and Miss Mivart, returning 
from their nature walk: a melancholy sight. 
The set of James’ brown tweed overcoat and 
cap expressed dejection. He kicked about with 
his boots, throwing up leaves. From one hand 
depended a meagre trail of botanical specimens. 
Beside him stalked Miss Mivart, gaunt, refined 
in black velvet toque, astrakhan bolero, volumi¬ 
nous claret-coloured skirt trimmed with rows of 
black braid, black goloshes: fantastic garb, per¬ 
sisting year in, year out, through summer heat 
and winter cold, proclaiming her status of gen¬ 
tlewoman in reduced circumstances as unmistak¬ 
ably as did her nose the chronic nature of her 
dyspepsia. Poor Miss Mivart j but poorer James, 
wretched little sacrifice! . . . incongruous pair 
yoked together by Mother’s implacable benevo¬ 
lence. For Miss Mivart and her friend Miss 
Toomer, relics cast up none knew whence, united 
none knew why—(by some past similar chron¬ 
icle, one surmised, of drab reversal and disap¬ 
pointment, investments mismanaged, confidence 
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misplaced, schemes miscarried, strokes, creeping 
deaths by cancer, drain of savings)—dwelt to¬ 
gether in a cottage on the green, and eked out a 
totally inadequate income in various painful and 
ladylike ways. Miss Toomer made wholesome 
sweets, Miss Mivart did pokerwork. The sweets 
could be eaten with goodwill if not with relish; 
but the pokerwork class had dwindled rapidly 
and was now extinct. Kate had learnt quickly 
and with hostility; Olivia had shown no apti¬ 
tude. Casting about, Mrs. Curtis saw James, his 
taste for botany and Miss Mivart’s collection of 
pressed flowers in happy conjunction; and forth¬ 
with James and Miss Mivart had begun to issue 
forth together on Thursday mornings. What 
went on inside James? How active was his pro¬ 
test, how definitely did he know that he hated 
and despised Miss Mivart? It was plain she 
feared him. She told Miss Toomer he seemed 
a backward child: he never spoke except to mut¬ 
ter such words as yes, no, oh, I don’t know, 
good-bye . . . James was splendid, remark¬ 
able. Others besides Miss Mivart had been 
made uneasy by the searching appraisal of his 
fierce blue eyes. His strength lay in an absolute 
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surface tractability combined with an absolute 
spiritual reserve and independence. She thought: 
Pll respect him anyway. To-night she would 
ask him to recite some of his poems. Soon he 
would be going to school; and what would he 
feel about that? No one would know. Then no 
longer would Miss Mivart delicately haunt the 
rose garden, linger in the drive after the walk, 
hoping to see Dad. For Dad was obviously her 
hero, her dream-lover, said Kate (at lunch too 
with Violet handing vegetables). She wore a 
gold locket, and Kate said it had his photo in it, 
the one that had mysteriously disappeared from 
the drawing-room one day. Nobody knew if 
this was true. 

Olivia walked on up the garden ; stopped 
under the walnut tree for a quick swing; went 
on over the lawn. The weather was changing 
somehow. The day was a different colour, a film 
was gathering in the west, spreading towards 
the sun, tinging the light with leaden yellow; 
and the wind began to get up again, reluctantly, 
as if loth to tear down the frail and flawless tex¬ 
ture of the morning. 
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§ 8 

Violet met her in the hall. 

‘ Please, Miss Livia, there’s a young person 
to see you.’ 

‘ To see me? ’ 

‘ Well, she wanted the one or the other of 
you. Madam’s out, and I couldn’t find Miss 
Kate. So she said she’d wait.’ 

‘ Is it one of the Miss Martins? ’ 
c Oh no, it’s a young person. Carries a case. 
I don’t know what she’s come after. I showed 
her into the servants’ ’all. Will you see her? ’ 
‘Yes, I suppose so.’ How queer. 

Violet disappeared, returned, said coldly: 
Come this way, please; and grudgingly made 
way for a short slight girl of about twenty, 
dressed neatly and shabbily in a fawn hat and 

coat, and carrying a suit-case. 

‘ Good morning,’ she said. Her voice and 

smile anticipated antagonism. 

She was a rather pretty anemically pink-and- 
white girl with small regular features, blue cir- 
des round her eyes, and an appealing air of 

goodness. 
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Olivia said nervously: 

4 Do sit down.’ 

She sat on the edge of a chair, laid her case 
down, and spoke in a modest and genteel voice. 

4 I’ve brought a few things to show you— 
some of my work—thinking you might be in¬ 
terested. Are you interested in lace?—hand¬ 
made? ’ She smiled brightly. 

4 Pm afraid Pm ... I don’t know anything 
about it.’ Olivia’s heart sank. She blushed 
deeply. 

4 Well, if I might just unpack my case. Real 
lace is so nice, I think, don’t you? It looks nice 
on anything. And of course it’s quite a rarity 
these days.’ 

She knelt on the floor, opened her case, and 
began to rustle about swiftly, with tiny narrow 
hands, among sheets of tissue-paper. 

Now was the moment to say it was no good, 
that one didn’t want any lace, had no money 
with which to buy it. Oh, cruel fate! Any other 
day that would have been true. To-day Uncle 
Oswald’s ten-shilling note seemed to crackle 
audibly in her pocket, refusing for its late mas¬ 
ter’s sake to be denied. 
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Now was the moment to inquire searchingly 
into her credentials. She feebly ventured: 

c Did you make it yourself? ’ 

‘ Oh yes, all myself,’ said the girl softly, 
lightly. Clearly she was gaining confidence. Not 
often could she have had such an auspicious 
start. ‘You see, I have my mother to keep. 
She’s a total invalid, of course—paralysed; so 
not being able to go out to work I took up lace¬ 
making. This is my biggest piece—a bedspread.’ 
She unfolded it, held it up in both arms. ‘ It 
took me six months, this did.’ 

‘ Did it really? ’ 

And instead of coldly glancing before hand¬ 
ing it back, one found oneself examining it, 
murmuring sympathetically: 

< Doesn’t it tire your eyes? ’ 

< Oh yes, they get ever so strained. That’s the 

worst of it. My eyes aren’t strong, and if they 
were to give out, well, I don’t know where we’d 
be.’ She gave another bright smile. ‘ Of course 
I have my regular customers, but this time of 
year I go round and try to earn a bit extra, just 
to get Mother some little comforts for Christ¬ 
mas. It’s for her I do it. It isn’t very nice really 
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to have to go round—you know what I mean. 
You feel you come at an awkward time and— 
it’s ever such a drag and-’ 

‘ Yes, it must be.’ Picture of door after door 
being shut in her face by haughty parlour¬ 
maids. ‘ How awful for your mother.’ 

‘ Yes, and she’s ever so patient—never a 
grumble. This is a little tea-cloth. You can’t 
have too many tea-cloths, can you? A table set— 
centre-piece and six mats. These little mats are 
all the rage now, aren’t they?—so much dain¬ 
tier than a tablecloth. A nightdress case. Some 
little traycloths—they’re nice. A set of doy¬ 
lies. . . 

‘They’re beautiful. ... But I’m rather 
afraid they wouldn’t be quite what I ... not 
very much use . . .’ 

‘ Not for Christmas presents? ’ She was gen¬ 
tly surprised. 

‘ Well, yes, of course. Only, as a matter of 

fact I haven’t really started to think about 
Christmas yet.’ 

‘ Had n’t you? I always think with Christmas 
shopping it’s best to get it done in good time, 
don’t you? Then it’s off your mind.’ 
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The case was nearly empty now. Olivia said 
suddenly, with a show of firmness: 

4 1 believe it would be best if you could call 
again later—after lunch, perhaps—when my 
mother’ll be in. I’ll tell her. Pm sure she’d like 
to . . . She’d know better than me.’ 

4 Pm afraid I couldn’t do that.’ Her voice 
was gentle but decided. 4 Pve a long way to go.’ 

4 Yes, I suppose you have.’ 

She saw through that all right. 

4 Oh, this insertion will interest you. For 
trimming underwear. In different widths. La¬ 
dies always like my insertion. It’s strong, yet 
dainty.’ 

4 1 don’t wear lace on my underclothes, Pm 
afraid.’ 

< No—really? ’ She raised her eyebrows, po¬ 
litely shocked, incredulous. 

4 No, I don’t like it.’ 

Firmer and firmer. Silence fell. 

4 A little collar.’ She took the last package 
from the case and placed it upon a chair j with 
hesitation, with a sudden collapse of assurance. 

Silence again. She knelt on the floor among a 
litter of white paper, lace and linen, her hands 



91 


loosely folded in her lap, her head drooping. 
Then slowly she started to fold up the bed¬ 
spread, then the tea-cloth, the centre-piece, to 
smooth out the tissue-paper, to put everything 
back in the old suit-case; with meek gestures, 
with silent disappointment folding up, laying 
away her unwanted handiwork. 

It was too much. Olivia picked up the collar. 

‘ This is very pretty.’ 

The girl glanced up. 

‘ Yes, it’s a nice little collar. It’s so uncom¬ 
mon.’ She went on packing. 

‘1 think I’d like ... It would be so useful. 
How much is it? ’ 

She paused, then said: 

‘ It’s fifteen and six, that one.’ 

‘ Fifteen and six! Oh, I’m afraid I can’t, then 
—I’ve only got ten shillings—at the moment.’ 

And quickly, for fear of being suspected again, 
she drew her purse from her pocket, opened it 
under the girl’s nose, and extracted its sole con¬ 
tents—the ten-shilling note. 

4 There’s a lot of work in this collar. You can 
see for yourself.’ 

4 1 know.’ Hope sprang up again. The mis- 
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erable offer was to be rejected. c Pm so sorry. 
I can’t. . . .’ 

The girl continued reflectively: 
c Still—I might make you a special price—as 
you’re a new customer. I’ll let it go for ten 
shillings.’ 

‘ Oh, will you? Well, thank you very much. 
That’s splendid.’ 

The girl took the note, put it in a large black 
handbag, thanked her politely, without warmth, 
and went on packing. Suddenly she said with 

decision: 

‘ Pd have liked you to have had the tea-cloth. 
You’d pay double the price for it in any shop.’ 
4 No, thank you, I couldn’t. I’m afraid I must 

go now.’ 

Too late, she felt all the necessary resolution. 
The girl closed and strapped the suit-case, 
got up, lifted it with a slight effort. 

< I hope it’s not too heavy for you.’ 

< It is a bit heavy.’ 

And perhaps no lighter by the end of the day. 

Dragging herself home late at night. . . . 

A weak voice from the pillow, whispering anx- 
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iously: Well? . . . Brokenly answering: Only 
one collar. . . . 

‘ Come out this way.’ 

She opened the front door. They smiled 
faintly at one another. The girl said with re¬ 
straint : 

‘ Thank you very much.’ 

‘ I do hope you’ll be able to get plenty of— 
of comforts for your mother.’ 

‘ Yes. Thank you.’ 

Whatever they were, surely ten shillings 
would buy a certain amount of them. 

‘ Good-bye.’ 

‘Good morning.” 

She went down the steps and along the drive, 
hobbling on irritating matchstick legs, one puny 
shoulder pulled down by the weight of the suit¬ 
case. 

Olivia shut the door. She went upstairs, and 
found Kate in the schoolroom, bending over the 
table, her mouth full of pins, cutting out a pair 
of mauve georgette cami-knickers. She said 
sharply through the pins: 

1 Well, what did you decide? ’ 

‘ What about? . . . Oh—’ The dress seemed 
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very remote. ‘ Sort of draped and . . . She’s 
going to cut the bodice on me. It’s going to be 
lovely.’ But no silver rose now. 

‘ Hmm. You take care. Remember what she 
did to your velveteen. I’d better come with you. 
She hasn’t any more idea than you have when a 
thing fits.’ 

Olivia was silent. Glancing up, Kate thought 
her expression sulky. Offended. So, after a bit, 
feeling the point must be stressed, she said 
kindly but firmly: 

i Well, you haven’t, have you? ’ 

‘ Like to see what I’ve bought with my ten 
bob? ’ cried Olivia; and she flung down the col¬ 
lar upon the table. 

4 Good Lord, what’s that? ’ Kate held it up 
by one corner. 

‘ Isn’t it pretty? ’ 

4 Where on earth -’ 

There was nothing for it but to tell the whole 
story. 

‘Lumme! ’ said Kate. ‘So that’s what that 
foul Violet came flouncing up here for. I hid.’ 

She spread the collar out upon the table and 

was silent, examining it. 


‘ Don’t you think it’s rather nice? ’ 

It was looking its worst somehow: exactly as 
if it ought to be thrown on the fire. 

‘ How much did she rook you ?. 9 

4 Ten bob.’ 

4 The whole lot? 9 

4 Yes. She reduced it for me.’ 

After a pause, Kate said: 

4 What’ll you do with it? ’ 

4 Oh, put it on some frock, I suppose. It’s 
bound to come in somehow. Real lace always 
does.’ 

Faintly Kate’s nostrils dilated, but she said 
nothing. This was more bad luck than down¬ 
right folly, and she could sympathize. Yet 
Olivia felt her pretences snatched away, Kate’s 
finger pointing the way inexorably to surrender, 
to truth. She said suddenly: 

4 Don’t tell Mother.’ 

4 Of course not.’ 

4 Bang goes my whole income.’ 

Kate nodded, murmured: 

4 Sickening.’ 

4 I’ll give it to Nannie for Christmas. She’ll 
love it.’ She giggled, blinked back a tear. 4 Little 
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will she guess what I’ve spent on her. She’ll 
think it came from Evans, one and eleven three.’ 

1 Perhaps it does,’ said Kate, busy with paper 
and pins. 

‘ Don’t be absurd. It’s handmade. You can 
see it is. . . . Can’t you? ’ 

i I don’t know.’ 

‘ Well, how does one tell. . . 

All supports cracked together. She threw up 
her hands, fell. 

1 Do you think—’ Kate spoke with unwonted 
hesitation — c she can have been—could it have 
been a swizz? ’ 

‘ Of course not. She was awfully sort of su¬ 
perior. And all that about her mother. She 
couldn’t have made that up.’ 

4 1 suppose not,’ agreed Kate, starting to cut 

out. 

Olivia sat down and meditated upon the trans¬ 
action. I never disliked any one so much, she 
thought. The worst was the lack of gratitude. 
Ten shillings snatched by compulsion, stuffed 
into her pocket, sitting there quiet and avid as 
a spider, then asking for more . . . asking for 
more. No, she was not pathetic. She was sinister. 
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She picked up the collar and threw it into the 
corner. 

c It’s not as bad as that,’ said Kate. 

Olivia yawned. 

‘ Lord, I’m hungry! It’s been a full morning.’ 

§ 9 

After dining-room tea, after the pink-and- 
white silver-studded birthday cake, they came 
back to the schoolroom. The red curtains were 
drawn. Dark, rough, thick, heavy, faded in 
streaks, with a corded fringe, they were mys¬ 
terious still and dear; they had virtue in them. 
Still, when they were drawn on winter evenings, 
they distilled out of their old serviceable folds 
echoes, whiffs, savours of their old powerful 
life. Still now and then they seemed to be hold¬ 
ing behind them the surprising, the magic vistas 
of childhood—the sudden snow at night, whirl¬ 
ing and furring without sound against the win¬ 
dow; the full moon and all its shadows on the 
lawn; the Christmas sleigh and reindeer in the 
sky. Sometimes, brushing against them, one saw 
them move secretly, sway, and become once 
more those hide-and-seek towers, wrapping the 
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child round in dark safety threaded with 
dark fear. And still, now and always, they sym¬ 
bolized protection} barring out the moaning 
wind and all ill-wishers of the night. 

They pulled the electric light down to the 
flex’s fullest stretch, and the glare, unbroken by 
a shallow white glass shade, poured over their 
lustrous hair—Kate’s blond, Olivia’s brown— 
and exposed only to enhance the flawless fresh¬ 
ness of their skins. Both were sunk in dilapi¬ 
dated basket chairs. Kate sewed, her crammed 
basket on the hairy green tablecloth beside her. 
Olivia read. The sagging wickerwork creaked 
gently as they stirred. 

Around them crowded the well-worn and 
serviceable objects of their inheritance. A couple 
of school desks stood in the window—ink- 
splashed, scored with two generations of initials, 
their pinewood knots decorated with top-hats, 
faces, whiskers, grotesque legs and bodies. Boys 
and girls had dropped ink on the faded carpet, 
puppies had contributed yellowish maps. A huge 
cupboard occupied one wall, a huge bookcase 
another. The ponderous mantelpiece was cov¬ 
ered with china animals, postcards and family 
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photographs. Grandparents, aunts and cousins; 
Mr. Curtis as an undergraduate in a blazer, 
his thick locks upstanding, arms folded, glar¬ 
ing; Mrs. Curtis in her wedding-dress, her hair 
piled up on top of her head, her waist con¬ 
stricted, looking gravely over her shoulder with 
something of Kate’s features, delicate but pro¬ 
nounced, something of Kate’s look, her soft se¬ 
verity, her cold appeal—a bud of beauty which, 
handed on, had flowered in her daughter; Kate, 
Olivia, and James in various juvenile groups. 
On the buff walls, Dignity and Impudence, The 
Monarch of the Glen, Angel Heads, a Ra¬ 
phael Madonna and Child, When Did You 
Last See Your Father, Hope on the orange, 
hung in a row. There was also a print of a coach 
arriving at an inn in a snowstorm on Christmas 
Eve; a small coloured reproduction of the 
Blessed Damozel, Olivia’s favourite picture, 
and a sprig of holly executed in water-colours 
by Kate. 

All was shabby, hard-wearing, ill-assorted; 
but the years had imposed a unity on what was 
intrinsically chaotic; and the character of honest 
dependability pervading the room, its gradually 



100 


matured emotional content (storeroom that it 
was of generations of adolescence) had, in de¬ 
fiance of all standards of taste, produced an im¬ 
pression that stood for beauty: as beauty clings 
round the ample white apron, the wrinkles, the 
neat greying hair of an old nurse. 

In a trance of voluptuous anguish, and for 
the fifth time, Olivia read David Copper-field. 
Her throat ached. Loudly she sniffed. She lay 
dead, his mother: so beautiful, so girlish, with 
the dead baby in her arms. Peggotty had given 
him her last message. And now he was alone in 
the world—a broken heart, helpless, misunder¬ 
stood: no, worse than alone—in the relentless 
grip of fiends. Oh, those Murdstones, those 
Murdstones! . . . Oh, what ghastly suffering. 
And ghastlier to follow. Peggotty, last support, 
to be taken from him. Hot tears dripped on to 
her jumper, on to the page. Her nose swelled. 
No more, no more. But more there must be. 
Read on one must. She read on. Agony sank to 
mere discomfort. Relief came. It was over. No 
more crises till Dora dies. 

1 Enjoying yourself? ’ said Kate. 

< Mm.’ She laid down the book and blew her 
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nose. ‘Oh dear! I wonder if I shall howl over 
it just as much when Pm seventy.’ She sighed, 
felt suddenly cheerful. 4 Let’s see.’ 

Kate held up the cami-knickers. 

‘ Divine. Take care Mother doesn’t see. She’d 
have kittens.’ 

4 Why? She hasn’t got to wear them.’ 

Olivia thought this funny and giggled. 

4 1 must say I should find them draughty 
myself.’ 

4 Don’t be so suburban. What do you propose 
to do for the dance? A woolly bodice tucked in 
in lumps round the top? Etty wears practically 
nothing in the evenings—just her belt and 
knickers. She says no one dreams of wearing 
any more.’ 

4 Oh, I wish Etty would come and stay. . . .’ 

4 If only we could give a dance ourselves and 
get her to bring some men from London— 
choose a time when the Heriots were here. 
Why shouldn’t we? Oh, why not? Why should 
we never have any fun? ’ 

4 Never mind. Think of next week. Think 
of Paris.’ 

Kate thought of next week. But would Tony 
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Heriot be there? And if so, would he ask for 
a dance? These were the anxieties that wore 
one down. One tried to be sensible, but really 
it seemed useless to attempt to get him out of 
one’s head; as if the key to the whole evening, 
its rapture or its misery, was in his hands. I’ve 
got him on the brain. So stupid when she’d only 
met him two or three times—in the days when 
he was a schoolboy and hadn’t got so grand. 
The last time was at a fancy-dress party in Tul- 
verton, three years ago, when he as a black 
pierrot and she as a Greek maiden had danced 
together all the evening. She remembered him 
taking off his ruff, saying: Beastly hot these 
things. Wish some one would turn the jolly 
old hose on me; looking down at her with can¬ 
did admiration, saying: You don’t look as if 
you ever sweated—excuse the word; saying also 
in reply to her question, which dress did he like 
best in the room?—Well, I must say I like yours 
as much as any. Suits you. Also he had advised 
her to put ammonia in her bath when she came 
in from hunting. It had created a very intimate 
atmosphere, talking like that about baths. She 
hadn’t mentioned that she didn’t hunt. His voice 
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was cracking, and this made ever)' sound he ut¬ 
tered—and especially his frequent laugh—both 
funny and fascinating. But he hadn’t asked what 
her name was. And at the end he’d just said 
-bye—quite airily, with a careless smile, 
and gone off to put his coat on without one 
backward look. 

And this time would he even remember her? 
Once again, for the hundredth time, she pic¬ 
tured the scene. ... Of course I haven’t for¬ 
gotten you. Is it likely? Why haven’t we met 
for so long? How many can you spare me? 
Four? Five? I suppose you haven’t any extras 
left? . . . Melting into the dance again and 
again, his arm around one’s waist. Oh, bliss! 

. . . But one mustn’t—one must not go on 
like this. It would be unlucky. 

I will put my faith in prayer. More things 
are wrought by prayer. . . . After a glance at 
the unconscious Olivia she closed her eyes. . . . 
Nothing direct or importunate now—no bar¬ 
gaining; at least, no more than could be helped. 

Lord, if Thou seest fit, all unworthy though 
I am, let this happen. I am very selfish, bad- 
tempered, envious and vain, coveting the things 
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of this world and not so content as I should be 
with my lot. But shouldst Thou see fit to grant 
this I will do better . . . with Thy help I will 
do better henceforth and try to please Thee in 
all my ways. For Jesus Christ’s sake. . . . 

Oh, never bad-tempered or envious again! 

§ io 

Olivia went to her desk, opened it and took 
out her new diary. She gnawed her pen for a 
bit, then wrote: 

( My seventeenth birthday. I have decided 
to keep a record of my inmost real-self thoughts. 
Perhaps it will help me to find out what I really 
am like: horrid, I know: selfish, conceited, and 
material-minded. For instance, lately whenever 
I’ve tried to concentrate on anything serious or 
beautiful, I’ve started thinking instead about 
the Spencers’ dance next week. I am ashamed 
of my pettiness. I’m going to try to do better 
this year—develop my character more and not 
always be thinking about enjoying myself. I’ve 
always been so happy, I dread disappointment 
and unhappiness, but they would be good for 
me. But I don't want them. 
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‘ In this journal I shall write out any poetry 
that I like—also any poem I make up. Also 
perhaps some of my dreams, as they really are 
so very extraordinary.’ 

She thought again for a bit; went on: 
i David Copper field —what a book! It’s aw¬ 
ful to be made so that you can’t keep back your 
tears and cry at the least thing that moves you. 
I would like to sink underground or faint when 
I remember how I cried over Algebra last term. 
I couldn’t understand it—I never shall—and 
hateful sarcastic Mr. Blenkinsop said with such 
cutting politeness: “ Shall you never master the 
first principles, Miss Curtis? Perhaps I am wast¬ 
ing your time.” Kate cries over books too, 
though she is such a strong character: a much 
stronger one than me. 

i She heard to-day from Reginald Kershaw 
that he can come for the dance. He’s at Oxford. 
I wonder what he’ll be like. Kate and I have 
different ideas about him. We shall see.’ 
After a pause she wrote: 
c I wonder if I shall keep this up.’ 

And after another pause: 

‘ Advice to Young Journal Keepers. Be 
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lenient with yourself. Conceal your worst faults, 
leave out your most shameful thoughts, actions 
and temptations. Give yourself all the good 
and interesting qualities you want and haven’t 
got. If you should die young, what comfort 
would it be to your relatives to read the truth 
and have to say: It is not a pearl we have lost, 
but a swine? ’ 

She locked up the diary, put it back in the 
desk, went to her bedroom and hid the key in 
the bottom of her jewel-case. 

With dusk a little snow had begun to fall, 
and she lifted the blind and peered out to see 


what the night promised. To her surprise, a 
glistening, crumbling drift was already piled 
upon the ledge and a storm of big flakes came 
slipping and swarming giddily out of nothing¬ 
ness towards the pane. The hidden moon was 
high in the sky, and it was easy to see the hoods 
of snow over yew hedge and laurels, and the 
snow serpents in the branches of the walnut 


tree. 

December and the first snow. Weeks, weeks, 
weeks of winter ahead before the lengthening 
days brought that kind of snowfall which seems 
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a promise of change, of growth: as if the in¬ 
fant spring has cast its shawl j which ceases 
with soft sunshine and a rejoicing clamour of 
birds, and melts soon, leaving in wet woods and 
gardens, among aconites, snowdrops, crocuses, 
frail wreaths which seem another flower. 

This snow was mournful, sinister, charged 
with death. It was choking the last of earth’s 
springs of life. It was the shroud. 

Snow on my birthday. . . . That had never 
happened before. It was a certain sign of grow¬ 
ing up that one no longer loved the snowj no 
longer wished to rush out and stamp in it and 
throw it about. To-morrow James would toil 
and grunt across the lawn behind his giant snow¬ 
ball with only Simpkin to take a real interest. 

To-morrow we’ll wake up and find a white 
world. That was an old nursery saying. I’ll 
go and tell James that he’s going to wake up 
to a white world. 

She went along the passage to the night 
nursery, and found that he had pushed his bed 
up to the window and was sitting up on the 
pillows enveloped in the eiderdown. 

‘ Hullo, James.’ 
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‘ Hullo.’ 

‘ Shall I switch the light on? ’ 

‘ If you like,’ he said politely. c I turned it 
out myself to see better.’ 
f What are you doing? ’ 
c Looking at the snow.’ 
c Did you move the bed yourself? ’ 

4 Yes.’ 

Lost in the quilt’s voluminous folds, he looked 
comically ceremonious, lonely, smaller than 
usual. She felt moved, looking at his serious, 
impassive face, trying to follow his mysterious 
actions and motives: the solitary shifting of his 
bed, the precaution of the eiderdown. 

‘ To-morrow when we wake up we’ll see a 
white white world.’ 

‘Mm.’ 

He was not responsive to stock romantic sug¬ 
gestions. Probably he was engaged in some pro¬ 
digious mathematical calculation connected with 
the snowfall. No billion or even trillion could 
daunt him. There was no doubt James was going 
to be a genius. Everybody said so. She felt in¬ 
clined to apologize to him for interrupting. 

He said: 


109 


4 There was lightning a little while ago. Did 
you see? ’ 

* No.’ 

4 And thunder. Perhaps there’ll be some 
more.’ 

She felt a faint inward contraction. These 
words still had power to awake an echo of fear; 
like an old half-forgotten threat resuscitated, 
potent no longer yet ill-sounding. 

4 When I was a little girl I was very fright¬ 
ened of thunderstorms.’ 

4 Were you? ’ 

4 We used to pull down the blinds in the 
nursery and put on all the lights, and wind up 
the musical-box and do very loud stamping 
dances.’ 

4 Did you? You and Kate dancing! Ha! Ha! 
How funny! What funny girls you must have 
been.’ He delighted in reminiscences of his sis¬ 
ters’ early days. 4 Why were you frightened? 
Were you ever struck? ’ 

4 No. I didn’t like the noise.’ 

4 1 like the noise. I should like to see some¬ 
body struck.’ 

4 Oh no, James, I’m sure you wouldn’t.’ 


110 


c Well, a tree, then. But it doesn’t hurt, you 
know.’ 

‘ Once I thought I’d been struck. I was wash¬ 
ing for tea in the bathroom and I saw the light¬ 
ning flash all over my hands. So I rushed into 
the nursery with my hands all dripping and 
soapy, roaring: Boohoo! I’ve been struck, Pve 
been struck! 5 She acted the scene, grimaced, 
flapped her hands. 

c When you hadn’t been at all? ’ 
c Not at all. I just thought I had.’ 

He bounced on the bed in a paroxysm 5 radi¬ 
ant with delight. 

c And what did Kate do? ’ 
c She ran for Mother.’ 

1 And what did Mother do? ’ 
c She told me not to be so silly.’ 

His face fell. It seemed all too probable—an 
anticlimax. He was silent. 

< Have you made up any poetry lately, 

J 

‘ Yes.’ 

c May I hear it? ’ 

< I did one this morning on my nature walk.’ 



Ill _ 

He recited rapidly, in a monotonous sing¬ 
song: 

Oh nature, oh nature, with all thy powers, 

What dost thou do through the long winter hours? 

I love thee, oh nature, so sweet and so good, 

But where dost thou get thy winter food? 

4 1 like that very much.’ 

< You have to take care how you pronounce 
food, or else it doesn’t rhyme. Unless you say 
gooood. You might do that.’ 

Without a pause he shot out: 

Too many things have we got to, 

Too many things have we not to. 

4 That’s another.’ 

4 Very good indeed.’ 

It was really—well, it was quite startling, 
coming out so glib and matter-of-fact. Philoso¬ 
phy in a nutshell. But of course it was merely 
the rhyme that had attracted him. . . . Was 
it? Looking at his inscrutable face, one could 
not be certain. 

4 You must write them all down so that you 
won’t forget them. I’ll give you a notebook.’ 
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‘Will you? Oh, good! Then I can use my 
new Tomtit pen.’ 

‘ Nannie’!! be in in a minute. Hadn’t you 
better lie down? ’ 

‘ All right.’ 

She extracted him from his wrappings. He 
lay down with docility, and she pushed his bed 
back and kissed him. 

‘ Good-night.’ 

‘ Good-night.’ 

As she reached the door he said suddenly: 

1 Did you like that present I gave you? ’ 

‘ I simply loved it.’ 

She was seized with guilt. What have I done 
with it? 

1 It’s in the cupboard in the hall . . . isn’t 
it? I saw it there.’ His voice was wary but not 
hurt or reproachful. 

c Oh yes. I put it there to keep it safe. I was 
so afraid it might be broken. I’m going to fetch 
it now this very minute and put it on my bed¬ 
room mantelpiece. You come and look to¬ 
morrow.’ 

Her falseness seemed to her to proclaim it¬ 
self aloud. He couldn’t possibly be taken in: he 
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would never trust her any more. But he said 
placidly: 

‘All right. Guess what it cost? ’ 

1 An awful lot, I should think. Sixpence? ’ 

1 Tenpence halfpenny! ’ 

Nor did he see through her pretence of in¬ 
credulity. He beamed, he glowed with triumph. 

She thought with relief that he was still a 
baby after all: quite transparent, quite easy to 
deceive. 

§ ii 

After supper, everybody sat in the drawing¬ 
room. The fire blazed, and the light was very 
bright and white, coming from three brass 
standard lamps with white silk shades. In front 
of the fire was a large white wool rug, exces¬ 
sively shaggy—the work of Mrs. Curtis. The 
carpet was pale blue and the chintz had a pat¬ 
tern of full-blown pink roses, green leaves and 
blue ribbon on a white ground. There were a 
number of little tables covered with ornaments 
and photographs, a Japanese fire-screen, an 
ebony cabinet crammed with china, a grand 
piano decorated with an Italian shawl and more 
photographs, and some Indian brass pots and 
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trays which Mrs. Curtis had inherited. On the 
walls hung, in gilt frames, the water-colour 
sketches of aunts and great-aunts, including sev¬ 
eral views of the house and garden. They were 
very well done, and looked exactly like what 
they were meant to be. 

Mr. Curtis wore his corduroy slippers and 
read the Spectator, glasses on nose. He breathed 
loudly, and from time to time was shaken by 
his cough, but he went on reading just the same. 
He sat crookedly and in a rather cramped way, 
out of consideration for Simpkin, who shared his 
chair. 

Uncle Oswald folded his hands upon his 
paunch and went to sleep. At intervals he 
snorted violently, roused, fixed one or other of 
his nieces with a stare, nodded off again. 

Kate and Olivia wore their long-sleeved vel¬ 
veteens—Kate’s Wedgwood blue, Olivia’s chest¬ 
nut brown. Kate’s had a square neck, Olivia’s a 
round. Kate wore a pink crystal heart on a gold 
chain, and Olivia wore her ambers. They sat on 
the sofa and played ludo, with occasional squeals 
and exclamations. The dice rattled with hollow 
persistence, the counters tapped rapidly up and 
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down the board. Kate said blast, and Mrs. Cur¬ 
tis glanced at her; but she said nothing. 

Mrs. Curtis wore, over her black dress, a 
black chiffon scarf embroidered with gold se¬ 
quins. She knitted. To-night it was stockings for 
James. To-morrow night another kind of wool 
would be wound, another work embarked on. 
Now and then her hands dropped in her lap and 
she sighed—a long sigh, unconscious, profound j 
and each time, hearing it, her daughters felt 
uneasy, wondering from what depth issued a 
symptom so contrary to her nature. For though 
they told themselves it was only an irritating 
habit, it sounded each time so terribly like the 
sigh of one afflicted, bearing up beneath some 
secret burden of knowledge: as if, though the 
world imagined her impregnable, she knew her¬ 
self undermined} as if, instead of sailing on ma¬ 
jestic, invulnerable for ever, she knew she must 
sink soon, die, say, of heart disease} but mean¬ 
while she would do her duty, keep silence as 
long as she could, let no shadow fall upon her 
dear ones. 

The clock struck ten. Kate won her game, 
got up, yawned. 



116 


‘ Pm going up to get a bath while the water’s 
hot. ’Night all.’ 

She bent languidly to be kissed by her parents 
and left the room. 

Half an hour later came official bedtime. 
Uncle Oswald was wakened, Simpkin was let 
out by the French windows and stood barking 
upon the step. Mr. Curtis put on a woollen 
scarf, took a small torch and vanished with him 
into the garden. Flashing his torch hither and 
thither, with mild exhortations and encourage¬ 
ments he skirted the length of the house j and 
when Simpkin had lifted his leg three times, he 
praised him and brought him in again, and 
made him comfortable for the night in his arm¬ 
chair. 

Not for the first time, Mrs. Curtis said: 

c Charles, why don’t you let one of the girls 
do that? ’ 

She received no answer. 

They put out the lights and went upstairs. 
Outside her bedroom door, Mrs. Curtis kissed 
Olivia, patted her shoulder. 

‘ Good-night, my big girl.’ 

Thus the dying birthday was gently breathed 
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on, flickered up for a moment and expired. 

Olivia undressed quickly, looking forward to 
half an hour’s reading in bed. She had put on 
her nightdress and was brushing her hair when 
a white square on the pillow caught her eye: an 
envelope addressed to her in Kate’s dashing 
hand. As she opened it she heard a clink of 
coins. She unfolded a sheet of paper and found 
two half-crowns. On the paper was written: 

‘ We may as well share it. 

With love to an idiot.’ 

Oh, Kate! 

A tide of emotion surged up and made her 
face flame. 

Rush now at once and thank her. Oh, grati¬ 
tude—how embarrassing. . . . What shall I 
say, do. ... Be quick. No shirking. 

She tore along the passage and opened Kate’s 
door. All was in darkness. She called softly. 

But Kate lay quiet as a mouse, feigning sleep. 







§ I 

T IME crawling by at length delivered up 
the evening of the dance. 

That morning Mrs. Curtis said: 

‘ Nannie, you’ll help the girls to dress, won’t 
you? ’ And they felt the first thrill of prepara¬ 
tion. It sounded so important and correct, as if 
they were authentic debutantes with a maid, like 
Marigold, to lay out, to fold up after them. 

Upon their beds lay the dresses. Olivia’s had 
come home that morning from Miss Robinson 
with a note pinned to it. Have a nice time. E. 
Robinson. The underclothes were prepared, the 
new satin slippers, the long kid gloves borrowed 
from their mother j and Nannie, rising superbly 
to the occasion, had crowned all by running the 
bath for them and spreading their towels over 
the chair j so that all they had to do, after Kate 
had shaken in a packet of Heart of a Rose bath- 
salts, was to step in and lie back one at each end. 
Even the nursery bathroom, with its scarred 
white paint and old red blind, its enamel mug 
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bristling with the family toothbrushes, its well- 
worn paraphernalia of sponges, face-cloths, nail¬ 
brush and pumice-stone, its cake of plain Castile 
soap, its faded eighteen-year-old bath-mat sten¬ 
cilled with animals—even the nursery bathroom 
seemed somehow glorified and new; seemed to 
lose its true character of straightforward scrub¬ 
bing place, and, veiled in unwonted clouds of 
scented steam, to take on an air of luxury and 
refinement, suitably enshrining the ritual of 
young ladies at their toilet. 

c All this extra regard for detail,’ said Kate, 
i and we shall look just the same in the end.’ 

‘ And smell the same. After a bit.’ 

After a silence Kate said, squeezing the sponge 
over her shoulders: 

1 1 shouldn’t think he*d notice if we came 
down in our knickers and stank of onions. I 
didn’t see him look at us once—did you? He 

must be a woman-hater.’ 

< I expect he’s awfully shy. He hasn’t got any 
sisters. Did you see what long eyelashes he’s 
got? Only they’re so fair you don’t notice them. 
He isn’t really bad looking—is he?—except for 
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the pince-nez. . . . Miss Robinson calls them 
pinch-knees.’ 

Kate smiled, but mournfully. The glasses had 
been a cruel blow; exactly what she had fore¬ 
told in her gloomiest prognostications. 

Olivia added: 

‘ Perhaps he’ll leave them off for the dance.’ 

Kate checked the retort which rose to her 
lips, ‘ And go falling over everybody’s feet . . .’ 
and, willing for once to be seduced by Olivia’s 
insensate optimism, merely said in a meek and 
yearning voice: 

‘ Do you think he might? ’ 

She tried to dismiss from her mind the dis¬ 
couraging scene of his arrival at five o’clock, in 
a dripping wet burberry, soaked suit-case in 
hand, having walked the mile from the station 
after missing the village taxi painstakingly sent 
by Mrs. Curtis to meet him. The first glimpse 
had revealed him standing in the hall, wiping 
his glasses, dabbing at his neck, at his dank bur¬ 
berry-coloured hair, repeating in a loud flat 
voice that it was nothing, it didn’t matter, he 
didn’t mind a bit—stressing his plight instead of 
laughing at it, or even enjoying it as a proper 
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young man should (as Tony Heriot would 
have). After that, how passionately one had 
wished to return him at once, marked Not Suit¬ 
able. Perhaps, he’d said, he’d better get out of 
his wet things at once, as he was liable to colds: 
might he borrow some dry clothes? So tea had 
been put off half an hour while he bathed and 
changed into a flannel shirt and a pair of grey 
flannels from his host’s wardrobe. Then at tea, 
after asking him if he went to many dances and 
hearing he didn’t, after saying did he like danc¬ 
ing and hearing he liked it in moderation after 
that there seemed nothing to do but sit and 
watch him take greedy helps of butter and 
honey, and listen while he told Mrs. Curtis 
about the necessity for an operation for cataract 

upon his mother. 

Kate and Olivia had had the melancholy sat¬ 
isfaction of studying his appearance without 
once being obliged to avert their eyes out of 
modesty or politeness; for he neither looked at 
them nor seemed aware of their scrutiny by so 
much as a twitch. He sat with his head poking 
forward on a short neck between high round 
shoulders. His skin was smooth, pinkish, rather 
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shiny—not a healthy rough shine, but a sort of 
surface glisten, very unappetizing. His mouth 
shut like the two halves of a muffin. It too was 
shiny, rather full and pale. His eyes were 
opaque, the same colour as the hair on his flat 
broad head. He was not exactly ugly, they 
thought: but one might be alone with him on a 
desert island for ten years without ever being 
able to bear to kiss him. 

After tea, Mrs. Curtis, with a look which 
said, Now, girls, you must look after your guest, 
went away to write letters. They took him into 
the drawing-room and put a ukulele solo on the 
gramophone. But he didn’t seem to listen. Then 
they put on Rustle of Spring, in case his tastes 
were classical. But still he didn’t seem to listen. 
He sat in the best armchair with his legs crossed, 
looking at the toe of his stubby black shoe and 
pulling rhythmically at his forelock. He ap¬ 
peared quite at home. 

‘ Do you like music? ’ said Kate. 

4 I beg your pardon? ’ 

She repeated very loudly: 

4 Do you like music? ’ 

‘ Oh. Well, as a matter of fact I don’t par- 



126 


ticularly care for the gramophone. But do go on 
if you like it.’ 

c Oh no, I wouldn’t dream of it. We know 
every record by heart. We were doing it en¬ 
tirely for you.’ 

She shut down the gramophone lid with a 
bang and shot him one of her witherers. But 
he didn’t notice it. Then she opened the new 
box of Abdullas bought in his honour. 

c Cigarette? ’ 

< Thanks, no. I don’t smoke.’ 

Then it was six-thirty, and they gave him a 
bound volume of Punch to look at, and left him 
and went upstairs to dress a good half-hour ear¬ 
lier than necessary. 

‘ Perhaps we ought to have suggested ludo or 

demon,’ said Olivia on the stairs. 

‘ It wouldn’t have been any use. “ Thenks, 
no. I don’t particularly care for games.” Can’t 

you hear him? ’ 

Olivia giggled. 

< You were naughty to say that about the 
gramophone.’ 

< Well, did you ever—? I can’t stand those 
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priggish sort of idiots. . . . What price your 
clean-limbed footballer? ’ 

But now, after an hour’s absence from him, 
she felt inclined to be more hopeful. At least he 
was a partner. Unprepossessing but not unpre¬ 
sentable. Perhaps he would warm up and prove 
a good dancer. At least he was taller than either 
of them; and at least he hadn’t said he’d never 
tried, but supposed he could walk round the 
room like anybody else. 

They sighed, stirred idly, setting the water 
rippling. It was not a big bath and it looked 
overcrowded with their limbs. They had long 
well-turned arms and legs and small shapely 
breasts. 

‘ Turn on the hot,’ said Olivia. 1 It’s chilly 
up my end. You didn’t mix it properly.’ 

‘ No. I’m getting out. So ought you. You 
were in before me. Look at your legs, you’ve 
simply boiled them. If you don’t look out you’ll 
come down to dinner with a lobster face again.’ 

She sprang up and out lightly and landed on 
the bath-mat. Olivia turned on the hot and lay 
back again. 

Kate shook out talc powder (sweet geranium) 
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all over herself in patches and rubbed it in. A 
cloud of it rose up and veiled her. 

* Lend us a spot,’ murmured Olivia. 

‘ Why can’t you buy some of your own? You 
are so lazy, you never will think for yourself. 
You don’t want to go through life copycatting 
me, do you? Didn’t you read that article in the 
Daily Mirror about choosing scents and colours 
to suit your personality? ’ 

Olivia said meekly: 

1 Yes. But I hadn’t a bean in the wide after 
going that bust over the decoration.’ 

‘ Hmm. You’d better let me arrange that for 

you.’ 

< No, thanks, bossy. I’m quite capable of stick¬ 
ing a flower in my own belt.’ 

< Hmm. Are you? ’ 

Kate drew the cami-knickers over her slender 
thighs and hips. She had finished off the gar¬ 
ment with diamante shoulder-straps and a cou¬ 
ple of pale blue butterflies applique on the legs. 

< Oh! You look exactly like some one in that 
French paper Etty brought—what was it?— 
La Vie Parisienne. What a pity you can’t go like 
that. You really look your best.’ 
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Kate surveyed herself placidly. 

c Wouldn’t you love to see his face? ’ She 
held out her arms and tripped forward, en¬ 
treating in a tender languishing voice: c Dance 
with me, Reggie. . . 

Olivia giggled. 

Kate squeezed out a double allowance of 
toothpaste and vigorously attacked her teeth. 

‘ I say, you are going it,’ said Olivia, still 
prostrate in the water. 

4 A young girl should be spotlessly pure both 
within and without.’ 

A sudden resolve to do likewise spurred 
Olivia to heave herself out and wrap herself 
in a towel. Then she sat down on the edge of 
the bath. 

Kate studied her face in the mirror-front of 
the little medicine cupboard on the wall. 

c gtad I washed my hair when I did. The 
wave’s just right.’ She examined her eyelashes 
and sighed. ‘ That Lashalene’s a swindle. They 
haven’t grown a millionth of an inch. None of 
these hush-hush things you send a postal order 
for ever work. Etty knew a girl afflicted with 
chronic red nose, and she saw an advertisement 
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saying a lady well known in society guaranteed 
a cure on receipt of five bob. So she sent off the 
five bob, and what do you think she got? A 
typewritten slip of paper saying Drink till it’s 
blue. . . . Livia, do pull yourself together. It’s 
fearfully bad for your skin to sit and soak like 
that, and then not dry properly.’ 

She whisked on her dressing-gown and van¬ 
ished. 

Left alone, Olivia started suddenly to life, 
dried, powdered, brushed her teeth. She looked 
at her nails: they were clean, but that was all. 
Kate had spent an hour manicuring hers. All 
these dainty devices, so natural to Kate, seemed 
when she performed them to become unreal, 
like a lesson learnt by heart, but not properly 
understood. Something in her fumbled, felt in¬ 
harmonious, wanted almost to resist. 

She experienced a sudden distress of spirit, 
thinking in a half-conscious way that she hadn’t 

_hadn’t yet found herself . . . couldn’t— 

could not put herself together, all of a piece. 
During a period of insanity she had accepted, 
with alacrity, with excitement, an invitation to 
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a dance. Now, this moment having recovered 
her wits, she saw what she was in for. 

Why go? It was unthinkable. Why suffer so 
much? Wrenched from one’s foundations; neg¬ 
lected, ignored, curiously stared at; partnerless, 
watching Kate move serenely from partner to 
partner, pretending not to watch; pretending 
not to see one’s hostess wondering: must she do 
something about one again?—(but really one 
couldn’t go on and on introducing these peo¬ 
ple) ; pretending not to care; slipping off to the 
ladies’ cloakroom, fiddling with unnecessary pins 
and powder, ears strained for the music to stop; 
wandering forth again to stand by oneself 
against the wall, hope struggling with despair 
beneath a mask of smiling indifference. . . . 
The band strikes up again, the first couple link 
and glide away. Kate sails past once more. . . . 
Back to the cloakroom, the pins, the cold scru¬ 
tiny or (worse) the pitying small talk of the at¬ 
tendant maid. 

Oh, horrible images! Solitude in the midst of 
crowds! Feast from which, sole non-participa¬ 
tor, one would return empty! 

She thought of a children’s party at the 
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Spencers’, years ago; of falling in love at first 
sight with a most beautiful boy of ten called 
Archie, a cousin of the house. Dancing the baby 
polka with him, she had gazed enraptured at 
his profuse yellow locks and angelic pale-blue 
eyes. Between each dance he took a large broom 
from the corner of the room where he kept it, 
and swept the floor. (Why had he done that?) 
The fourth time she asked him to dance, he 
replied in a ringing treble, most gaily, most po¬ 
litely, rushing with his broom down the middle 
of the floor: ‘Another? oh, right you are! 
We’ve had quite a lot of dances together, haven’t 
we? ’ And all the grown-ups sitting round the 
room had burst out laughing; and the sound 
was like houses falling. That had been the be¬ 
ginning of self-consciousness, of failure of confi¬ 
dence. Some day I’ll write a story about it. 

She put on her stockings, regretting their 
cotton tops. With care they wouldn’t show. All 
the same, lisle-thread knees made absolute poise 
impossible. How did Kate manage always to 
have in reserve an all-silk pair? Kate said it was 
a good maxim never to go out without making 
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sure one would be, in the event of accident, the 
body of a well-dressed woman. 

Now, how much, how little in the way of 
underclothes. . . . She put on three layers, 
then took off one. Even so there seemed a lack 
of suppleness, a thick look. Oh, for Kate’s skill 
to fashion a featherweight trifle, her courage to 
wear it. 

c What’s that? ’ Mother had held it up be¬ 
tween finger and thumb. ‘ A handkerchief? ’ 

1 No.’ Kate snatched it back, smiling a little. 
c Guess again.’ 

Mother had guessed long ago. From the en¬ 
suing scene Kate emerged unshaken—though 
she whistled for a bit afterwards—flouting the 
categorical I j or bid and amused at the charge of 
indecency. 

She gathered up her discarded clothes and 
went back to her room. There on the bed lay the 
red frock, smooth, inviting, brilliant; pressed 
out by Nannie, not yet tried on. 

Now for the hair. She had practised nightly 
for the past week: this was its public debut. 
Part it in the middle, bring the two lots for¬ 
ward, plait them, coil one round each ear, like 
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a German girl. Kate’s idea. To-night the di¬ 
vided strands obeyed her, weaving themselves 
swiftly, smoothly. Round went the coils, exactly 
symmetrical, the ends tucked themselves neatly 
in. Now clamp them to the head with dozens 
and dozens of pins, fortify them with prongs. 
It was done. It was firm as a rock. Not even 
lancers could prevail against it. She dropped 
her hands and stared into the mirror. 

Yes, it suits me. Head a good shape from the 
side 5 and it looked nice in the place just below 
the ear, where jawbone swept up in a soft clear 
curve and met the neck. One single hair was 
pulling somewhere out of reach. It must just be 
borne. Mademoiselle, jabbing at tangles with 
the comb, used to say, 11 jaut soujfrir four etre 
belle. 

Now for the dress. 

After all, I shall probably enjoy the dance 
frightfully. 

Quarter of an hour passed. 

Kate put her head round the door. 

i Ready? ’ 

Olivia was standing still, with leaden stdl- 
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ness, before the glass. One glance, and Kate had 
spotted disaster. 

4 Here. You’ve got it twisted.’ She gave a 
few sharp twitches to the waist and skirt. After 
a pause she said with restraint: 

4 It looks all right. Very nice.’ 

But it was not so. In the silence the truth 
weighed, became a stone that could not be rolled 
away. 

Uneven hem; armholes too tight; and the 
draping—when Olivia looked at the clumsy 
lumpish pointless draping a terrible boiling-up, 
a painful constriction from chest to forehead 
started to scorch and suffocate her. 

4 It simply doesn’t fit anywhere. . . .’ The 
words burst from her chokingly. 4 It’s the most 

ghastly- It’s no good. I won’t go looking 

like a freak. I must simply rip it off and burn 
it and not go to the dance, that’s all.’ She 
clutched wildly at the bodice, as if to wrench it 
from her. 

Kate cried suddenly: 

4 You’ve got it on back to front! 9 

Olivia’s hands dropped. 

4 Have I ? ’ she said meekly. 
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c You would.’ With the asperity of relief Kate 
seized and reversed her hurriedly, plunged her 
once more through the armholes. ‘ Now let’s see 
you. Hm. It drops at the back now, of course.’ 

Olivia turned away from the glass while Kate 
hooked, tweaked, patted her into shape. It was 
a comfort to look into space for a little while 
before having to face once more the now irrevo¬ 
cable and perhaps scarcely improved image. 

‘ The arms seem to catch a bit.’ She crooked 
her elbows, strained at the seams and heard 
them crack with satisfaction. 

‘ You’re not to do that, Li via. You’ll just 
have to bear it. Why on earth couldn’t you 
force her to cut them properly? It’s always the 
same with your clothes. You never could con¬ 
trol her.’ 

< I know. I seem to make her feel so cheer¬ 
ful.’ 

Olivia sighed, thinking how at each fitting 
Miss Robinson had become increasingly vola¬ 
tile_her scissors more profuse and inconse¬ 

quent, her piano-playing more frequent. 

< She’s loopy,’ said Kate vigorously; adding, 
as she gave the skirt a final tweak: 'And I 
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really believe you are too. Not to know your 
back from your front. How’ll you ever get on 
in the world? Mm? . . . There.’ 

Now I must look. 

She looked. 

It was not so bad. It dipped at the back; and 
there was a queer place in the waist where, 
owing to a mistake in the cutting, Miss Robin¬ 
son had had, in her own words, to contrive it. 
But still, but still ... if one didn’t look too 
closely, it was all right. Certainly the colour 
was becoming. 

Delivered from despair, once more a young 
girl dressed for her first dance—not a carica¬ 
ture of one—able again to compete with and 
appreciate others, she saw Kate suddenly with 
seeing eyes and cried enthusiastically: 

‘ Oh! You look simply topping! ’ 

The airy apple-green frock which Kate had 
made for herself flared out below her hips and 
clung lightly to waist and breast. A little float- 
ing cape was attached just over each flat deli¬ 
cately-moulded shoulder-blade by a band of 
minute flowers, buds, leaves of all colours. She 
wore green stockings and silver shoes. Against 
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the green, her skin looked white as coral, and 
her hair had a green-blonde gleam. 

c You look like the girl on the cover of a Spe¬ 
cial Spring Number.’ 

Twisting to look at her cape, Kate said plac¬ 
idly: 

c I just took it straight from Vogue .’ 

Side by side they stood and looked at their 
reflections. After a bit Kate said: 

c Thank heaven, anyway, we don’t look 

alike.’ 

Olivia ventured: 

‘ We set each other off really rather well, 
don’t you think? ’ She thought: The younger 
girl, with her gypsy colouring, afforded a rich 
foil to her sister’s fair beauty. 

‘ Your hair’s gone up all right,’ murmured 

Kate dreamily. 

‘ It makes me rather deaf, though.’ 

Kate roused herself, said briskly, ‘ I must go 
and hook up Mother,’ and disappeared. 

Olivia took from a drawer a silver tinsel spray 

_a water-lily with some leaves—and stuck it in 

her belt, just where Miss Robinson’s graceful 
bow overlooped itself. From the back of the 
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same drawer she extracted a box of powder and, 
breaking into its crumbling virgin surface with 
a swansdown puff, dabbed at her chin. The pow¬ 
der was pink. It took off the shine nicely, but 
seemed scarcely to blend with her skin. She 
wiped some of it off again. Would Mother no¬ 
tice ; and, if so, attack in public? 

Now for the crowning touch: a little scent on 
the hair, for one’s partners to sniff up raptur¬ 
ously. The idea came from the Danly Mirror 
serial, whose heroine had hair smelling natu¬ 
rally of violets. This was one better: lily of the 
valley. She opened the tiny flask—a birthday 
present from Nannie—and shook it into her 
parting. Immediately she was drenched in a 
thick sweetish yet acrid odour. It didn’t seem to 
smell quite like lilies of the valley, particularly 
blent, as it now was, with the smell of hair. 
Well, well. . . . Two hours yet in which to 
become faint yet delicious. Still, perhaps . . . 

She opened the window and hung her head 
out into the breeze for some minutes. 
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At the turn of the passage Uncle Oswald’s 
door opened. Out he stepped silently beside her. 

c Hullo, Uncle Oswald. . . .’ 

He looked at her blankly, and she noticed 
how dull his eyes were, oily. . . . There was 
something about the expression on his face, 
about the way he came out of his dark bedroom 
softly, alone, on torn, misshapen old leather 
slippers, his lifeless hair brushed neatly for din¬ 
ner—something that startled her . . . as if, 
taken off his guard, he had suddenly presented 
to her the truth about him. But, though it struck 
heavily at her heart, she could not quite inter¬ 
pret it Next moment his eyes flickered j he 

smiled. 

C A ha! y He looked her up and down. She 


heard his paunchy breathing. 

c Oh ... Do you like it? I-’ She put a 

hand up to her plaits, looked down, feeling the 
blush begin. 

‘ Charming,’ he whispered. ‘ Siebzehn iahre 
alt! Going to her first ball. Ah! ’ 

She said agitatedly: 


• • 
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Oh 


Pm all wrong—I know I 


am. . . .’ 

She sighed deeply. Once more she felt the 
stuff cutting into her armpits, the thin nagging 
pull of her hair, the suppressed feeling of un¬ 
suitability. And now once more the evening 
seemed threatened. She burst out: 

i I simply can’t get right. I don’t know. . . .’ 

What am I saying—to him of all people? 
Helplessly she stared into his unknown, his fa¬ 
miliar face. 

He whispered, nodding rapidly: 

c Never mind. You must just wait. Say an¬ 
other ten years.’ 

1 Ten years? ’ 

‘ About that.’ 

‘ Oh . . . But I’ll be old. Twenty-seven.’ 

‘ Say thirty. You’ll be all right then.’ 

She cried out protestingly: 

‘ Oh, what a long time! ’ 

The shadow of a smile ran over his face. 

‘ You won’t find it so. It goes extraordinarily 
quickly—even the worst of it. And really it can 
be—very upsetting—very upsetting indeed.’ 
He stopped j then said slowly, in a different 
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voice—a voice with emotion in it, that she had 
never heard before: 4 But it all quiets down. 
Yes. It gets better. Don’t worry. You’ll be all 
right in the end, I should think.’ 

He searched her face. 

She started, at random, to deflect his scru¬ 
tiny: 

4 The trouble i9—how does one ever know . . .’ 
He waited, fingering his watch-chain. She 
stumbled on. 

4 1 mean—Kate says you ought to know at 
once—I mean, what’s right and what’s wrong. 
But I don’t. Sometimes it seems as if those 
words hadn’t any meaning. I must be unmoral. 
I get awfully worried. . . .’ 

She thought, in despair: I’ve gone too far, 
much too far. I can never get back. 

He said more quietly, but still in his new, 

human voice: 

4 You needn’t. You’re all right. Only I sup¬ 
pose it may mean—you’ll want what other peo¬ 
ple tell you you ought to want. Eh ? Believe all 
you’re told. You’re pretty soft, aren’t you? The 

unselfish one? ’ 

She stammered: 
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4 1 don’t know. Am I? I didn’t think I was.’ 
Her face flamed. 

4 Never mind,’ he said gently, after a pause. 

4 You’ll manage. But you beware of them. If 
you don’t know what’s right there’s plenty who 
do. And they’ll tell you. From the highest mo¬ 
tives—and all in your interest. Because they 
know best.’ Excitement had crept into his speech. 
He stopped, his lip twisting; then added, more 
or less in his usual manner: 4 At least it was so 
in my young days. I suppose it still is.’ 

She stood silent. Almost he had turned into 
a proper uncle, wise, kindly, giving good ad¬ 
vice. Almost, not quite. There was nothing avun¬ 
cular in the mood behind his words. She was 
frightened, seeing dark vistas open out before 
her. Twenty-seven, thirty. Why, youth would 
be gone. It was unimaginable. What did he 
mean? In spite of the obscure and ambiguous 
twist of his speech, she felt his meaning crouch¬ 
ing in it; a prophecy of change, of mistakes, of 
being lonely and not happy, too much to bear. 
She said, to propitiate him: 

4 You do—sort of understand people, don’t 
you, Uncle Oswald? ’ 
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c Not at all. Not at all.’ He held up his fat 
little paw. 

She faltered: 

c Did you feel like—me, once—then, Uncle 
Oswald? ’ But this he affected not to hear. He 
took out his watch and looked at it j and with¬ 
out another glance at her, went trotting round 
the corner towards the stairs. 

Some time, later, Til think about this. It will 
seem important, extraordinary, upsetting. No 
time now. I’m going to a dance. Let’s forget it. 

She heard James call c Girls! Girls! ’ from 
the night nursery, she saw Kate come from their 
mother’s room, angelically serene and bright, 
to open his door j and she fled out from the dim 
passage to join them, as if from beneath the 
shadow of a danger back into safety. 

§ 3 

James was sitting up in bed doing his knit¬ 
ting. It was a scarlet wool comforter, a Christ¬ 
mas gift for his father. About a foot in length, 
it was dwindling rapidly now from row to row j 
and there was a curious hump in the middle. 
He laid it down on his bedside chair, on top of 
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the current number of The Rainbow, and said: 
c Now, let’s see you.’ 

Cupping his cheeks in his hands he leaned 
forward and eyed them piercingly. 

£ Do we look nice? ’ 

‘ Do you like our frocks? ’ 

They danced before him, pirouetting, sweep¬ 
ing curtseys. 

£ I like Livia’s colour best. I like red. But I 
like Kate’s dress best. And her shoes.’ 

£ You think we’ll do, then? ’ said Kate, pa¬ 
rading like a mannequin. £ Really and truly 
now, don’t you think we’re quite the prettiest 
girls you know? ’ 

‘ I don’t know any others. Ha! Ha! Ha! ’ 
He burst into a peal of laughter. When he had 
got over the joke he added gravely: ‘ Nannie 
says you’re not going to have breakfast till ten 
o’clock to-morrow.’ 

c No, not till ten o’clock.’ 
c I say, won’t you be hungry! What’ll you do 
till then? I shall be out in the garden riding my 
bicycle at ten o’clock.’ He saw himself career 
madly past the dining-room window. They 
would watch him turn the difficult corner with- 
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out falling off. c Will that man still be here? ’ 

< Yes.’ 

1 Why is he going to dance with you? ’ 
c Because he’s luckier than we are,’ said Kate. 
c He likes dancing with girls in moderation.’ 
c How do you know? ’ 
c I went in after you’d gone up and asked 
him, and he told me.’ 

‘ Hmm.’ Kate’s lips tightened, her nostrils 
dilated. ‘ I’ll moderate him.’ She brooded 
darkly. 

The gong sounded, and they started and bent 

down in a hurry to kiss him. 

Seeing them whirl away from him in a bright 
soft unfamiliar flurry, he raised himself in bed 
and shouted after them: 

< YES—YOU—ARE! . . 

1 Are what? ’ 

They stopped at the door, hovering, laugh¬ 
ing back at him. But now he was dumb. 
There was no time to wait, they were gone. 
He flopped down, put his head under the 

bedclothes and whispered: 
c Pretty.’ 
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§ 4 

Dinner was over, they were back in the draw¬ 
ing-room. Half an hour to be got through be¬ 
fore one could hope to hear Walker’s taxi come 
chugging up the drive, and gracefully rise to 
assume one’s cloak. 

Dinner had gone off with every mark of re¬ 
finement. There had been candles on the table 
under hand-painted floral shades, chocolates in 
little silver dishes j the best dinner service, 
croutons in the creaming potato soup, roast 
pheasant, a trifle liberally strewn with cherries, 
angelica and whipped cream, and definitely tast¬ 
ing of sherry. Mrs. Curtis was stately in black 
velvet with transparent black chiffon sleeves, 
her diamond necklace and several rings in old- 
fashioned settings. And though Mr. Curtis had 
unfortunately not thought fit to change out of 
his dark grey tweed suit, he had behaved quite 
impressively, offering white wine or whisky and 
soda, circulating the port. He had said nothing 
queer at all, scarcely mentioning Simpkin, con¬ 
fining himself chiefly to questions about Oxford, 
addressing their guest as Kershaw. Only, as the 
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meal wore on, he seemed a little out of spirits: 
that was all. 

And though completely silent, Uncle Oswald 
had, after two glasses of wine and two of port, 
begun to smile a good deal in a pleasant way, 
and when Mrs. Curtis rose after coffee, had 
hastened forward to open the door for her. And 
though he had tripped over the rug, his old- 
world courtesy, his deep bow as they passed out, 
had been almost as much a pleasure as a sur¬ 
prise. 

It was obvious to the girls how painstakingly 
their elders had striven to make of it a little oc¬ 
casion for their sakes. Dresses, coiffures had been 
admired j Mother had checked her hand as it 
sprang to brush the powder from their noses; 
Father had given them each half a glass of port 
and then drunk their health. Yet something was 
amiss. There was a vacuum in the centre where 
fullness was required, contraction where should 
have been release. Reggie quaffed his wine, took 
second helps of pheasant and pudding, related 
several long anecdotes, was perfectly at ease; 
but nothing burgeoned where he trod; and all 
their festive impulses turned back upon them- 
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selves and withered at the touch of his sterility. 

The gentlemen had not lingered at the table. 
Rising precipitately when his wife rose, Mr. 
Curtis made off in a hurry to the smoking-room, 
the set of his back proclaiming a determination 
to wash his hands, now, of the whole thing. 
What was done was done; and it was for the 
sake of the girls; but it had been sheer waste 
and folly to open a bottle of his best port for 
such as Kershaw. What on earth was Edith . . . 
why in the name of . . . Was the house to be 
infested from now on by self-important nincom¬ 
poops in the guise of partners? In his day a girl 
didn’t have to lead a man about after her in 
order to ensure being danced with. In any case, 
if they must make themselves cheap, let them 
at least choose—something different—proper 
young chaps—men. This was not at all the sort 
of young chap Sir John would take to. 

He continued to think about his daughters in 
a worried way for twenty minutes. Undoubtedly 
they were growing up—pretty girls too. . . . 
Some undesirable or other would come along 
and want to marry them. Well, he hadn’t any 
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money to give them—none. . . . Must speak 
to Edith. 

They sat in the drawing-room, the girls on 
the fender-stool, Mrs. Curtis upright on the 
sofa with her knitting, Reggie lying back very 
comfortably in the best armchair, knees crossed, 
waggling one shoe, pulling rhythmically at his 
forelock. His voice pounded on, monotonous, 
flat, while he gave Mrs. Curtis a full account of 
a walking tour in Wales, including mileage per 
day, names of all places visited and inns stayed 
in, with notes on the Welsh language. The wine 
flowed warmly through his veins. He felt he 
was doing himself justice. Sensible woman, Mrs. 

Curtis. 

After the resources of Wales had been ex¬ 
hausted, Mrs. Curtis said graciously: 

<■ And have you decided on a career, Reggie? ’ 
There was a pause; after which he said 

loudly: 

<■ I have decided to take Holy Orders.’ 

Mrs. Curtis counted some stitches. Then she 

said in a careful voice: 

<■ That is a very fine decision.’ 

Silence. He said: 
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1 My mother is very pleased.’ 

‘ I feel sure she must be.’ 

Silence again. The girls bent a stunned gaze 
upon the carpet. 

Now they understood why he would not look 
at them. He was avoiding temptation. Neither 
Kate’s eye, the clear, proud, challenging eye of 
a beauty, nor Olivia’s, melting and sympathetic, 
should swerve him from godly thoughts, from 
his decision to take Holy Orders. Now they saw 
why he was moderate in his dancing: detached 
from worldly pleasures, yet in his tolerance not 
altogether spurning them, he would be with but 
not of the revellers. And oh! they thought with 
sinking hearts, through the ensuing hours, while 
circumspectly, moderately he ambled with them 
through the dance, what could they say to him 
now, or he to them? No use, thought Olivia, 
trying to win him with earnest questions and 
rapt pure looks, as of one secretly in tune with 
the infinite: he wouldn’t respond} and anyway 
he was too boring. But for Kate the position was 
far worse: Kate was devout and now must re¬ 
spect his future cloth, instead of putting him in 
his place. He had had a Call: was above instead 
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of far beneath her. . . . Of course, as Mother 
said, it was a very fine decision. . . . No, it 
wasn’t 3 it was a half-witted, infuriating deci¬ 
sion. Just our luck, just what would happen. 
. . . How Etty would laugh if she knew. . . . 
Taking a curate to one’s first dance. 

Now they saw him completed, fixed in an 
alien firmament—dog collar, shovel hat, black 
suit and all. Now they relinquished him en¬ 
tirely, switched off the last feeble thread of cur¬ 
rent still hopefully flowing towards him, swept 
him so finally away that when they ran upstairs 
for their cloaks they did not even exchange 
comments upon the disaster. He was no more 
now than an object which must accompany them. 
Already they had started to look ahead, into the 
unknown, far, far from him, or anything he 
might contribute. 

They washed their hands, touched their hair, 
filled up their evening-bags. A powder-puff m 
a green chiffon handkerchief went into Kate’s; 
and into Olivia’s a dozen extra hairpins. Each 
wore a voluminous wrap taken from the cam- 
phored recesses of their mother’s wardrobe— 
Kate an embroidered blue mandarin coat, Olivia 


153 


a black velvet one. Nannie came out from the 
nursery to whisper loudly down the passage: 
1 Have a nice time! ’ The cook (twenty years 
with the family) lumbered up the back stairs to 
have a look at them. And then they went down 
again. 

1 My inside’s turned to water,’ murmured 
Olivia on the stairs. 

‘ Sh! be quiet. Don’t think about it.’ 

Reggie was standing by the front door. As 
they came towards him, side by side, faintly 
smiling, profoundly serious, he glanced once at 
them. He stood with his hands in his pockets, 
alien, pompous, far from youth and gaiety. As 
his slightly prominent eyes, eyes like marbles, 
rested opaquely, incuriously on them, the look 
he had worn all the evening did not alter. It 
was all one to him, the look said. He could 
make himself at home anywhere, take it all in 
his stride. If these young women desired his 
escort, they might as well have it. 

They ran to say good-night to their father. 
He kissed them with affection. Pretty young 
creatures. He was not satisfied. All at once they 
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seemed to him for some reason exposed, in need 
of protection. 

c You’ll find cocoa in the thermos on the hall 
table,’ said Mrs. Curtis. 1 And the biscuits. The 
key will be under the mat. Remember to lock 
up again. And put out all the lights. I shouldn’t 
stay much after one. Good-night, Reggie.’ She 
shook hands with him, glancing aside as she did 
so, so that they saw she didn’t like him either. 
She put an arm round each of them, saying en¬ 
couragingly: ‘ Enjoy yourselves, now. I shall 
want to hear all about it. And remember me 

very kindly to Lady Spencer.’ 

In speaking these last words, she adopted 
a special tone, remarkably affable and formal: 
for she and Lady Spencer were fellow-members 
of many a board and committee, and delicately 
flavoured the official with the personal in their 

social exchanges. 

They went out into the damp and starless 
night, walking gingerly in their new slippers. 
Then the smell, sour, thick, of Walker’s taxi 
enveloped them in its familiar exciting prelude. 
His hairy tickling rug was tucked around them, 
the little light in the roof was switched off. 
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At the last moment they saw their mother 
fly out into the dark like a wraith, crying to 
Walker to be careful on the bad corner. 

For the next half-hour there was nothing to 
look at except Walker’s burly unmoving silhou¬ 
ette, faintly illumined by the dashboard lamp; 
nothing to do but listen while Reggie told them 
about his mother’s second-hand Morris Cowley. 






F ROM the sanctuary of the bedroom, from 
thick rugs, whispering voices, soft lights 
and mirrors, four-poster strewn with 
wraps of velvet, fur, brocade, they emerged— 
crying in their hearts: Wait! Wait!—wishing to 
draw back, to hide j wishing to plunge on quickly 
now, quickly, and be lost, be mingled. Mis¬ 
trustfully they passed a group of unknown girls 
laughing together on the landing. Downstairs 
they went, holding the banister, dropping fur¬ 
ther and further into the giddy dimensions of 
the hall. A pair of enormous pewter chandeliers 
hung from the ceiling. The parquet floor 
stretched out like yellow ice, interminably. 
Round the base of the heavy greenish marble 
pillars tall chrysanthemums bulged snow-white, 
larger than life-size, in their tubs, among varie¬ 
ties of greenery and the flaring curved scimitar- 
petals of poinsettia. Fresh arrivals came pouring 
in from the outer hall, swiftly controlled and 
conducted as sex demanded by darting, glisten- 
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ing young footmen—green, lizards with gilt but¬ 
ton scales. 

Uncritically their confused eyes received 
height, breadth, polish, profusion of flowers, 
and blended them into a setting of dream-like 
grandeur through which they walked alone- 
strange echoes, muffled footsteps, fleeting figures 
round them. But reality came back at the sight 
of Reggie standing beneath some mounted 
skulls and antlers, hands in pockets, examining 
them with a bland appraising air, as of a connois¬ 
seur in big game. His dress suit did not fit him 
at all well. Everything seemed to sag. Perhaps 
it had belonged to his late father. His gloves 
also were a good deal too big: rather like clowns’ 
gloves. He joined them unconcernedly, and fall¬ 
ing into the stream ahead of them they reached 
an open door. They saw Sir John and Lady 
Spencer standing by the fireplace in a room 
crowded with furniture, screens, glass and china 
ornaments, rugs and flowers. Beyond was the 
ballroom, brilliantly lit. In considerable embar¬ 
rassment they confided their names and that ot 
Mr. Kershaw to the butler; were announced; 
and summoning their smiles, advanced. 
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Lady Spencer was handsomer even than 
Queen Mary, in the same sculptural style, but 
of a more classical cast of features. A gown of 
silver brocade moulded her opulent but well- 
controlled contours} a parure of diamonds and 
sapphires set off the imposing architecture of 
her bosom, and a tiara flashed above the se¬ 
verely carved wings of her grey hair. The girls 
adored her for her sober splendour, for the sense 
of lofty moral principle, of masterful benefi¬ 
cence, of affectionate despotism which she dif¬ 
fused. They feared her for her eye, hawk-sharp 
to spot such details of appearance and behaviour 
as displeased herj for her tongue, unsparing to 
denounce offenders. She was always right. She 
knew it. They wished for her approval, and so 
far had retained it. She now beamed upon them, 
saying in her strong warm ringing voice: 

‘ So glad to see you, my dears. How nice you 
look. Jack, these are Mr. Curtis’ girls—you re¬ 
member? ’ 

‘Mm? Ha. ... Yes, of course. How de 
do? ’ 

Sir John wrung them by the hand. His ex¬ 
pression was to some extent veiled by a heavy 
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moustache. Nevertheless a look of mild benevo¬ 
lence was apparent, blent with a kind of grati¬ 
fied amusement, not unlike that which a mastiff 
assumes during the investigation of a puppy. 

‘ We brought Mr. Kershaw,’ said Kate, in a 
small, smiling voice. 

c How do you do? So glad to see you.’ 
Lady Spencer looked him over rapidly. Com¬ 
monplace ; but not flashy. Clean finger-nails. 
Only son—country parsonage? Bad manner. But 
steady. Heavy look. Stoop—(scholar’s?). You 
never knew. He’d do. She dismissed him for 

ever. 

1 Do go on through, Kate dear, Olivia. . . . 
You’ll find Marigold. I must introduce . . . 
Rollo came down at the last moment with a 
whole batch of brother officers. So we’re well 
off for young men. But I expect you’ll find lots 
of friends. ... Oh, Mrs. Bailey, jo glad you 

could come . . . and Mr. Bailey.’ 

She had turned from them. Cast from her 
protecting side, they drifted on apprehensively 
and came to a halt just inside the ballroom. The 
band had just stopped. Groups, including sev¬ 
eral young men in hunting-coats, stood about 
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the room. And there was Marigold, running to¬ 
wards them, swinging a little basket full of pro¬ 
grammes with silk cords and tiny pencils of dif¬ 
ferent colours, wearing an extraordinary and fas¬ 
cinating frock of deep cream spotted net reach¬ 
ing to her ankles, high-waisted, with little 
puffed sleeves and rows and rows of frills round 
the skirt, and a sash of water-green satin tied at 
the back in a fly-away bow. A frock that made 
other frocks insipid, commonplace, unenterpris¬ 
ing. She wore a wreath of green leaves in her 
fair curly hair j and her face, that sketch in a few 
lines, was to-night lightly accentuated by the 
colours of her excitement—the blurred rose on 
her cheekbones, the deeper blue of her eyes, the 
black of their dilated pupils. 

‘ Hullo! ’ Her voice was pitched high, unlike 
her mother’s, but it had the same penetrating 
ring. c Have a programme.’ She shook her bas¬ 
ket, and all the pink, blue, green, and yellow 
pencils jumped and twisted on their cords. 
‘ Here—green for Kate, yellow for Olivia. How 
are you enjoying yourselves? Isn’t it fun? Rol- 
lo’s come. Isn’t it gorgeous? ’ 

They agreed enthusiastically, looking with 
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diffidence towards the piano, over which her 
brother leaned in the midst of a laughing group, 
strumming with one finger and joking with the 
pianist. Rollo was not for them. 
c What a divine frock, Marigold! ’ 

‘ Oh, do you like it? My godmother sent it 
from Paris. I don’t feel quite myself in all this 
fresh white girlish muslin. I feel I ought to 
hang my head and sniff a daisy. Still, if you’ve 
got elephant’s legs you may as well hide them.’ 
c You haven’t got elephant’s legs.’ 

‘ Oh, I have? She lifted her skirt and dis¬ 
played them to the knee. They were straight 
and sturdy, perhaps a trifle on the thick side. 
i Simply enormous. Like Mum’s. It’s ghastly 
having to go through life remembering to keep 
them inconspicuous.’ 

Her vocabulary, like the rest of her, was 
freakish, vague, gallant and capricious. Educa¬ 
tion, directed by Lady Spencer with due regard 
for the beauties of her mother tongue, had fa¬ 
miliarized her with numbers of long words, but 
not altogether with their meaning, spelling and 
pronunciation. And now that education had 
done its worst and was behind her, they would 
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remain her own, a surprise, a mystification and 
a pleasure, like the rest of her, as long as she 
lived. 

Once more Kate ventured: 

‘ This is Mr. Kershaw.’ 

‘Hullo! Have a programme.’ 

It seemed a waste to give him such a smile. 
But she did not disdain even the least of men. 
Free from the snobbery of physical appearance, 
she was ready to like them all. 

‘ May I have a dance? ’ said Reggie abruptly. 

The girls heard and observed him with sur¬ 
prise. He looked different. His heavy smugness 
had given place to an expression of goggling 
tenacity of purpose. In two minutes Marigold 
had succeeded where they had failed. He had 
forgotten Holy Orders. 

‘ Love to! ’ she cried cheerfully. ‘ Only the 
bother is I’m so full up already.’ She examined 
her programme. ‘Booked till the third extra. 
How sickening! ’ 

Her long swimming eyes gazed up at him 
with a wistful intensity due to short sight. 

Reggie said doggedly: 

‘ The fourth extra, then. 5 
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* Oh, right you are! Love to! Hope it isn't 
God Savers! . . . Let’s see, what's your name? 
Never mind. Names are such a bore. I’ll re¬ 
member.' 

She scrawled two words indecipherably on her 
programme. The words were: billiard ball. 

He wrote down c Miss Marigold Spencer,’ in 
his meticulous hand, and put the programme in 
his pocket. They felt perturbed. Perhaps he 
thought it was enough to have dined with them, 
escorted them here—now he could look else¬ 
where, be more ambitious. . . . Not that they 
wanted his services. . . . Only the room seemed 
full of strangers. Twenty-three dances before 
the fourth extra. Twenty-three blanks for them. 
They’d have to stay to the very end now. He 
would certainly resent any suggestion of depar¬ 
ture before compassing his objective. 

< Oh, there’s the what-d’you-call-’ems? I 
must fly. Are you all right for partners? You’re 
sure to be. If not, let me know. Rollo’s come. 
Did I tell you? Have you seen him? Do dance 
with him. He’ll be so bored only knowing the 

house-party.’ 

She waved a hand and ran away, her airy 
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skirts flying out round her, running like an ex¬ 
cited child to her party. 

As they watched her vanish, their smiles froze 
painfully. They were watching her run away 
from them, out of their lives, heedlessly, away 
from shared classes, away from asking them to 
schoolroom tea, from mutual jokes and confi¬ 
dences, from all the happy boredom, the busy 
emptiness, the melancholy, dreaming happiness 
of their common adolescence, to a world where 
they could not follow her. The friends she flew 
to join now were not their friends. They were 
those who would tread with her the prosper¬ 
ous, mapped road of coming out, whose mys¬ 
teries and allurements were to be the natural 
setting of their days and nights. Do dance with 
Rollo! . . . Rollo superb in his pink coat, tall, 
ruddy, chestnut-haired, commanding, sur¬ 
rounded by his companions, every inch the only 
son of the house. . . . But one let oneself be 
beguiled. She spoke with such cordial persuasive¬ 
ness, such seeming sincerity—her smiling face 
a mask in whose composition angelic candour 
mingled enigmatically with some other quality 
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that seemed its opposite: seemed perhaps the 
very soul of falseness. 

The band burst into a fox-trot. Several cou¬ 
ples moved out into the room and began to 
dance. They must belong to the house-party. 
Not noticeably lovely or well-dressed. More or 
less alike they looked—fairish, prettyish, of me¬ 
dium height, plump to thinnish, all in the same 
kind of pale-coloured frock, their hair parted at 
the side and waved in the same boring kind of 
wave. All but one. She came in alone by the 
further door, and they caught sight of her for 
a moment standing beside Rollo, nearly as tall 
as he, a narrow, high-shouldered figure sheathed 
in white satin, fragile neck lifting the small and 
shapely head in a long curve; black hair parted 
in the middle, taken back close behind the ears 
and coiled low on her neck in a heavy silky knot. 
Her face turned slowly, looking round the room. 
They thought they saw a face of improbable 
beauty, pale, modelled in planes never before 
thought of. A new face. She turned away again, 
disappearing with Rollo through the doorway. 

They backed against the wall and stood side 
by side, watching the revolving couples with 
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bright strained expressions of interest. They 
could not part until some one came to part 
themj but they felt they hated one another. 
Reggie stood a little apart from them, looking 
at the dancers with the same air of bland ap¬ 
praisal. The band went on playing and he went 
on looking. At last he threw out a casual arm, 
encircling the waist of the one nearer to him, 
and said, gazing over her head: 

i Want to dance? ’ 

It was Olivia. Relieved, distressed, blushing, 
careful to avoid her sister’s eye, she placed her¬ 
self within his loose uncompromising grasp. He 
launched out with her into a sober pacing. And 
it was Kate who was left alone. 

§ ^ 

For a moment she was seized by a corroding 
pain. 

But there was Mr. Campbell, Sir John’s 
agent, a prepossessing bachelor of early middle 
age, advancing towards her. Numbers 6 and 15 
were booked. And immediately afterwards came 
Dr. Parkes, Tulverton’s pet new up-to-date 
young doctor, married, but scarcely the less in- 
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teresting for that, his wife being a plain quiet 
girl of the home-making type, such a help to 
him in his profession, and—which was really so 
much more satisfactory—seldom accompanying 
him to functions owing to domestic ties: one 
bonny baby in the cradle, another on the way. 
He had attended Kate’s tonsilitis last spring, 
and the daily appearance of his clear-cut hy¬ 
gienic features, compelling cold surgical blue 
eye, fresh complexion, the flash of his flawless 
teeth, the tones of his deep magnetic voice, had 
imparted a flavour in the highest degree roman¬ 
tic to the illness; a meaning to the hand-mirror, 
a fillip to the toilet even when the thermometer 
registered 103. That voice which had enquired 
so professionally, so embarrassingly: What about 
the bowels? now pressed for a dance two 
dances. Numbers 11 and 17 were booked. And 
hard on his heels arrived Jim Thomson, son of 
a neighbouring squire, home on leave from his 
regiment in India, his profile unintellectual, his 
conversation lacking in interest, but his long 
loose limbs most apt and graceful in the dance. 

Numbers 8 and 9 were booked. 

Well, that was better. A bit easier now to 
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look about at other people. What with the ones 
Reggie would in decency be bound to ask for, 
one would be spared utter humiliation. Only 
. . . when shall I start enjoying myself? Was 
there to be nobody, nobody to look forward to? 
Dr. Parkes the one bright spot; and somehow 
even he, in spite of all his charms, wouldn’t 
quite do—not in a human way. That batch of 
brother officers—surely one at least of them 
would like to be introduced. There were three 
of them lolling in a group against the mantel¬ 
piece, laughing together, doing absolutely noth¬ 


ing about the dance; yet several unattached fe¬ 


males were forlornly strewn around the walls. 


. . . And Pm the prettiest. . . . How rude 


they were. If only Lady Spencer would appear 
from her inner chamber. . . . And where, 


where were the Heriots? Oh God! They were 
going to wander in late as usual, after one’s 


programme had got blocked with bores, stroll 
up after a long time with a perfunctory formula 
of request, gaily grimace and cheerfully be sorry, 
and, duty done, dash back to their own party for 
the rest of the evening. Must it be so? Would 


one never hear Tony say, as he said in one’s 
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daydreams: Oh, rot! You’ve got to dance with 
me! and seizing one’s programme cross out all 
the trivial names and inscribe his own in their 
place? 

She watched Olivia and Reggie lifelessly 
progressing round and round the room. Olivia 
was rather red in the face, with a sort of con¬ 
gested look, as if she might be struggling with 
feelings. Was it unhappiness, or the effort to 
make Reggie keep time? He held her by a loose 
handful of dress in the small of the back. The 
stuff would be damp and crumpled when he let 
her go. Kate found it in her to spare a moment’s 
pity for her sister. A shame she shouldn’t enjoy 
her first dance. If only Reggie would give her 
the merest fraction of encouragement, she’d be 
all right: ready to let bygones be bygones and 
look on the bright side. For oneself, of course, 

it was different. . . . 

There were the Martins; and Mary Cooper 
with her brother . . . all taking the floor: 
Martins in identical dresses of arsenic green 
satin. What a mistake. A mistake too, really, to 
leave off their spectacles and look so very blind. 
All the neighbours looked somehow rather sep- 
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arated and subdued, as if conscious of being local 
goats divided from house-party sheep; or the 
stones in a pot of plum jam, put in to fill up. 
But surely, once Lady Spencer came she would 
put everything right. A good plan, perhaps, to 
go back and sit in the other room so as to jog 
her memory. Keeping close to the wall, she 
made her way back to the door, and found her 
way blocked by a group of people coming out. 

Tony Heriot and his twin brothers David 
and Bill, and some girls. 

Tony was just beside her, but he didn’t no¬ 
tice her. He was buttoning his gloves and bend¬ 
ing, with his usual broad grin, to talk to a very 
short girl in black. The girl had a great deal of 
coppery hair, elaborately waved and dressed, 
overweighting her slight figure. Surely that hair 
belonged to ... Yes, it was. It was Etty. 

Too startled and confused to speak, Kate 
stood still, staring at her cousin. At last Etty’s 
eyes fell on her, first blank, then struggling 
with some suppressed mixture of feelings to¬ 
wards joyful recognition. 
c Darling ! , 
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c Etty! Where did you come from? I didn’t 
know—why didn’t you let me know? ’ 

‘ My sweet, nobody's more staggered than 
myself.’ Clasping Kate’s hands, she drew her 
aside. c I’ll explain, angel. Of course if I’d real¬ 
ized I’d have written at once. But it was like 
this. I just happened to meet Tony at a night 
club last week, and he said wouldn't I come 
down for their little shoot and a dance, and, my 
dear, it absolutely went out of my head where 
he lived and who his people were—you know 
my vagueness, darling—and as Podge was go¬ 
ing down too, I simply hopped into his car yes¬ 
terday and set off, and next thing I knew we 
were driving through a town and I said to 
Podge where's this and he said Tulverton—and 
then, my dear, of course I realized. I said to 
Tony directly I arrived: My dear, I suppose 
you realize I’ve got the divinest pair of cousins 

_especially one—' she squeezed Kate’s hand— 

< not more than five miles away. And he actually 
said he hardly knew you. So I said: this must 
be remedied. I was going to ring up first thing 
to-morrow if I didn’t see you to-night. You 
know, I simply hardly can realize you’re out. 
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It makes me feel most fassee. And has darling 
Aunt Edith really begun to countenance these 
dissipations, darling? What good news! Are you 
starting a round of frivolity? ’ 

‘ Not much chance.’ 

Kate tried not to suspect dear Etty of some 
disingenuousness. It was fairly obvious she had 
not expected her country-mouse cousins to ap¬ 
pear at such a grand party. Still, one must be 
thankful for present good. She went on: 

4 Fancy your staying with the Heriots. You 
never told me you knew them.’ 

1 My lamb, I didn't till a few months ago. 
We stayed in the same house-party for New¬ 
market—and then of course you know how it 
is in London—one always bumfs into people 
again. He’s rather lamb-like, isn’t he? Of course, 
much too youthful for me. I tell him I consider 
myself his governess . The very thing for you, 
darling—neighbours too—it’s simply indicated. 
Now I count on you to take him off my hands, 
or my poor old Podge will be gnashing. It’s too 
idiotic to be so green-eyed, particularly over a 
suckling like Tony and those lamb-like embryos 
of twins—but I suppose he can’t help it.’ 
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‘ Who is Podge? ’ 

‘ Oh, darling, surely I’ve told you about 
Podge? ’ 

‘ No, never. Is he new? ’ 

1 Mercy, no. Antediluvian. But he clings 
rather. That’s him over there with rather a 
spudding face. He’s quite sweet, really. But not 

exciting.’ 

c Is he awfully in love with you? ’ 

Kate scrutinized a solemn young man planted 
in the doorway. He had a heavy chin and a 
large slow-motion grey eye. For the first time 
one of Etty’s loves was there before one in the 
flesh. Rather disappointing, really—not nearly 
so exciting as those Etty frequently described. 
He looked vacant, and rather threateningly ob¬ 
stinate, like somebody saying: I’m waiting. 

< Well, yes —definitely attached. \ tell him at 
least once a month: Not if you were my last 
hope this side the tomb—but it doesn’t make 
any difference. He’s the kind who think they’ve 
only got to go on turning up and they’ll wear 
you down in the end. Still, he’s quite sweet and 
useful. Darling, what joy to talk to you again. 
I tell you what—we’ll sit out a dance together 
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later on and have a thorough gossip. You look 

loo divine, of course-You make me jealous. 

I suppose Olivia isn’t here? ’ 

£ Yes, she is. She’s dancing. We brought a 
partner.’ 

‘ A partner? Darling^ what bursting and blos¬ 
soming! Now who is he? Is he attractive? ’ 

‘ Oh no! He’s Mother’s godson. We’d never 
seen him before. He’s going to be a curate.’ 
Etty gave vent to the anticipated shriek. 
i Oh, but how divine! You must introduce 
me. Do you think he’d say a prayer with me if 
I asked him? My very first love was a vicar 
who prepared me for confirmation at school. 
I adored him. How difficult for you, though. 
Never mind.’ She looked over her shoulder and 
beckoned to Tony with a lift of the eyebrows 
and a roguish smile. £ Here’s Tony coming to 
tear us apart. Tony! ’ Her sparkling, light hazel 
eyes, rayed round with starry black lashes, 
teased and challenged him . 6 We were just talk¬ 
ing about you.’ 

£ Were you? ’ He smiled with an awkward 
good-humored ease characteristic of him. ‘ Well, 
I think it’s about time you stopped.’ 
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‘ Now this is my cousin Kate Curtis/ said 
Etty triumphantly, ‘ if you haven’t met before.’ 

‘ How do you do? As a matter of fact, I be¬ 
lieve we have met, haven’t we? ’ His smile was 
broad and diffident. 

‘ I believe we have,’ said Kate. 

Etty shot her an encouraging nod, rolled her 
eyes, slipped away. They saw her flit up to 
Podge and lay a coaxing hand upon his lapel. 
Next moment she had nestled into his arm and 
they were dancing. 

There was a silence. Tony said: 

‘ Haven’t seen you for ages.’ 

‘No, I know.’ 

‘ Been away? ’ 

‘ Oh no. We never go away. You—haven’t 
been here much, I suppose, have you? ’ 

‘ Oh, off and on. Not an awful lot. Came 
down for the partridges in October.’ 

‘ Oh yes. We sometimes—we hear the guns.’ 
She hesitated; then added very shyly: ‘ We can 
see you, too, from our garden, when you’re in 

the big turnip-field.’ 

‘ Oh really? After an effort he remembered 
where she lived. ‘Yes, I suppose you would.’ 


179 


Suddenly he looked as if something had 
tickled his fancy. Then he said, his eyes dancing: 

‘Why didn’t you wave to me? ’ 

He said it in such a funny, quick, teasing way 
—it sounded so nice. She felt a smile spread all 
over her. But she couldn’t think of a thing to 
say. In the end she said, looking up at him: 

4 You never looked.’ 

4 Well, I will next time, so mind you do.’ 

4 All right.’ 

They beamed at one another. 

4 As a matter of fact,’ she said, 4 I shan’t be 
at home much longer. I’m going to Paris.’ 

4 Oh, are you? What are you going to do 
there? ’ 

4 Learn French, I suppose.’ 

4 Not you! You’ll just have a high old time. 
I’ve heard all about these finishing schools— 
isn’t that what they call them? Fat lot of school 
there is about them.’ 

4 Oh, I shall have to work,’ she said. 

But he simply grinned at her. No point in 

telling him one was only going to a professor’s 

family. It sounded so stuffy. It might put him 

off. 
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4 Any dances left? ’ he said. 

4 1 think so.’ She held her programme up so 
that he couldn’t see. He waited, his pencil hov¬ 
ering. 4 As a matter of fact,’ she said, 4 I’m not 
dancing this one.’ 

4 Good. Nor am I. I must just see—’ he 
looked round— 4 oh, it’s all right. Twins doing 
their duty.’ 

The twins had taken the floor with a bobbed¬ 
haired girl apiece, and were performing vigor¬ 
ous and complicated steps. Obviously they’d 
been having lessons. They spun, tottered, 
stopped dead, side-slipped, swooped diagonally, 
neatly controlling large feet and overgrown 
limbs, their hair sleeked with oil, their cheerful 
twin faces gaping mildly, blank with concentra¬ 
tion. 

4 Well, shall we? ’ he said. 

They started to dance. 

4 1 say, look at them.’ Amused, he watched 
his brothers. 4 It’s their latest craze. They keep 
a gramophone in their bedrooms and one in the 
bathroom, and start in as soon as they get up.’ 
He added with pride, 4 Aren’t they nimble, 

thou.gh? ’ 
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‘ They must practise a lot with the same 
partners.’ 

A special gramophone for the bathroom. . . . 
What a delirious standard. 

< I suppose they do. I don’t know. I don’t see 
much of them these days. . . . They’ve been 
at it all day with those girls. None of them 
ever says a word. Dancing dulls the brain a bit, 
I think, don’t you? ’ 

Not his girls then. He sounded beautifully 
bored with them. 

4 1 suppose it’s just a phase,’ she said. 

1 Oh yes. We all go through them, don’t we? 
As a matter of fact, I’ve been having an anti¬ 
dance phase this last year.’ 

c Have you? Have you still got it?’ She 
looked up at him. Her eyes, he thought, were 
like green water, lucid, refreshing. 

1 Well, I believe it’s passing off. Seems to be 
to-night at least.’ He gave a little laugh. 1 But, 
you know—you get fed up.’ 

c Yes, I know. When you’ve done a thing a 
lot. . . 

1 Besides—well, I don’t know. I suppose you 
get older.’ 
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4 Yes, that’s it.’ 

4 Anyway,’ she said after a bit, 4 you don’t 
seem out of practice.’ 

4 Don’t I? Thank you for those kind words. 
’Fraid I can’t compete with the very latest, 
though. But you’re so frightfully easy to dance 
with.’ 

He tightened his arm slightly and swung ner 
round a corner. 

4 Am I? I’m glad.’ 

4 Going to the hunt ball? ’ 

4 No, I’m not.’ 

4 Going to be away? ’ 

4 Oh no. Just not going.’ 

4 What a pity! ’ 

They danced in silence again. 

He said: 

4 I’d no idea Etty was your cousin.’ 

4 Oh yes. My first cousin.’ Obviously this had 
enhanced prestige. She added languidly: ‘ She’s 

my greatest friend, really.’ 

< Is she? She’s most awfully nice. Such fun.’ 

4 Oh yes, Etty’s sweet.’ 

4 She looks so tiny and frail, but she’s game 
for anything.’ 
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i I know.’ She wished suddenly for a more 
delicate frame. After a bit, unable to resist, she 
added: ( Of course she’s not really frail in the 
least, you know. She’s as strong as a horse.’ 

‘ I suppose she is,’ he agreed in an uncon¬ 
cerned way: so unconcerned that she regretted 
the flavour of betrayal. 

1 Do you still hunt? ’ 

‘ Hunt? Rather. At least, whenever I can. 
Of course, now I’m in London I don’t get much 
chance. Only every other Saturday.’ 

4 How sickening. What do you do in Lon¬ 
don? ’ 

c Oh, work away, you know. Nine-thirty till 
six in the City every blinking day. Slavery, isn’t 
it? y 

* Yes, it is 9 

1 What a corking band! ’ 

He tightened his arm again to swing her 
round a corner. 

§ 3 

The band stopped playing. To Olivia’s relief, 
nobody clapped this time for an encore. The 
floor was emptying, and Reggie stood beside 
her, hands in pockets, not suggesting any move. 
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She felt hot already, flushed and flustered. Her 
heart made a heavy thumping all over her. They 
hadn’t been at all a graceful couple. Each time 
a hitch occurred, she’d said: Sorry. He never 
replied My fault, so that she felt more and 
more convicted of clumsy incompetence. The 
mark of a good dancer is her ability to adapt 
herself to any partner. This had been mere 
struggle and discomfort. She thought with ter¬ 
ror: I don’t believe I know how to do it. 

‘ Fine room this.’ He threw a connoisseur’s 
eye around. ‘ Handsome proportions.’ 

c Yes, isn’t it lovely? ’ 

She saw themselves reflected in one of the 
huge wall-mirrors 5 and either it’s distorting or 
I’m looking extremely thick, squat and red all 
over. 

< I believe I’d like a drink of lemonade,’ she 
said. ‘ I feel awfully thirsty.’ 

c Sound idea.’ 

He said this quite jovially, and she took 
heart again, leading the way to the dining-room. 
There was nobody there except a number of si¬ 
lent black waiters motionless behind the buffet. 
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They all looked rather surprised, and the one 
who poured out the lemonade seemed to do so 
grudgingly as if he were saying: Rather prema¬ 
ture, surely? 

4 Any cup?’ asked Reggie, questing like a 
prawn over the groaning board, seizing here a 
foie-gras roll, there a chocolate eclair. 

4 Yes, sir.’ 

The waiter was shocked. He filled a glass 
from a glorious jug of golden fruit-sprinkled 
liquid and handed it with a cold expression. 

4 Thanks. . . . Animals not started feeding 
yet.’ 

The waiter said nothing. Perhaps he didn’t 
hear; perhaps he wished to discourage vulgar 
familiarity. When one thought of dear Lady 
Spencer and the other dowagers it did sound 
rather misplaced. . . . 

Irresistibly she was drawn to a plate of petit s 
fours. After looking at them for some time, she 
surreptitiously took one. It was delicious. She 
took another; then gulped the rest of her lemon¬ 
ade. But it could not cool her burning cheeks. 

4 Try one of these,’ said Reggie, with his 
mouth full. 4 They’re jolly good.’ 
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4 No, thanks.’ 

She began to long to lean against something 
cold. A nude female figure in marble by the 
door looked the very thing. She went and laid 
her cheek against one thigh. Reggie remained 
by the table. He must be rather greedy. . . . 
Oh, the hours and hours ahead! . . . Instantly, 
at the thought, she felt herself turning and toss¬ 
ing on a dark feverish sea, all bearings lost: a 
worse disintegration even than she had en¬ 
visaged. Keep calm. Carry it off. Here against 
the statue, just at the cold spot of contact, she 
felt a core begin to reassemble. I am still here. 
Her beating heart quietened down. 

Gusts of giggles came suddenly through the 
door. She turned and saw the Martins, Phyl 


and Dolly, and with them a young man with 
flaming red hair, in naval uniform. It must be 
the one they called their middy cousin. Good 
old Martins. When all else was lost, their pres¬ 
ence could always be counted on at the buffet. 

< First in as usual! ’ cried Phyl. ‘ Oh no, 
we’ve actually been beaten. Oh, it’s Olivia. 

Hullo, hullo, hullo! What are you up to? 
They bore down upon her in their massive 
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bright green upholstery, stared at her, went off 
into peals of laughter. 

‘ What have you done? . . . your face . . .’ 

c What? What? ’ 

She felt positively faint. It must be the pow¬ 
der, coagulated in the heat or something. No 
wonder Pm not getting on well. Reggie must 
have been ashamed to be seen dancing with me. 

( Covered ... an enormous black smudge 
. . . all down your face . . . what have you 
been . . .’ They were helpless. 

‘ Here,’ said the young man, very quiet and 
polite but twinkling, offering a clean white hand¬ 
kerchief. ‘ It’ll soon come off.’ 

c Look.’ Dolly wiped her eyes and held up 
the pocket mirror out of her bag. ‘ Something’s 
come off on you.’ 

Olivia looked. A wild streak of dust splashed 
her right cheek. 

f Oh! Good gracious! y She rubbed desper¬ 
ately. It came off. 4 It’s that statue.’ She indi¬ 
cated the round-limbed naked but modest figure 
on the pedestal. ‘ I’ve been—I was leaning 
against it.’ 

< Leaning against it? What on earth for? The 
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girl’s loopy.’ They were off again, louder than 
ever. 

€ To get cool.’ 

The face of the red-haired young man seemed 
to be going to burst with twinkles; but he didn’t 
laugh. He only looked up at the statue with a 
very queer expression, and said softly: 

‘ Good idea.’ 

‘ You always were eccentric, my poor child,’ 
sighed Dolly, fanning herself with her pro¬ 
gramme. c I fear for you. . . . All the same,’ 
she went on, nudging her sister, c it daon’t saiy 
much for ’er Lidyship’s ’ousemaids, do it? ’ 

‘ Nao. You’d reelly think they’d give the 
limbs a rub over when company’s expected. I 
can understand them not caring to put a duster 
to the—er—ahem!—the trunk* 

1 Where I was once I got acquainted with the 
third laidy’s-maid to a duchess. Believe it or 
believe it not, they kept a special staff there to 
polish up the statchery—footmen for the mailes, 
’ousemaids for the femailes.’ 

They giggled all together. Blessed Martins, 
comfortably asserting themselves in these for¬ 
eign surroundings, regardless of disapproving 
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waiters; making their own circle of sound, hi¬ 
larious, coarse-fibred normality wherever they 
went. Everything began to seem itself again. 

4 This here is cousin Maurice,’ said Phyl, 
slapping the young man on the bottom. 4 Com¬ 
monly called Tomato, because he looks so Span¬ 
ish. For the love of Mike, take him off our 
hands for a bit.’ 

4 May I have a dance? ’ said Maurice, polite 
and attentive. 

At once she knew he liked her. She didn’t 
feel a bit shy or anxious. 

4 I’d love to. What about the next one? ’ 

4 Splendid. Thanks awfully.’ 

1 1 believe it’s starting now.’ 

6 Oh, come on. My favourite waltz. Are you 
keen on waltzes? ’ 

1 1 love them. I like them much better than 
fox-trots.’ 

4 Pity your reds clash so,’ said Dolly. 4 How¬ 
ever, don’t let it worry you. . . . Oh, sorry! ’ 
Stepping back, she had trodden heavily on the 
foot of Reggie, who had joined them unob¬ 
served. 
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c Oh! ’ Olivia had forgotten all about him. 
c Can I introduce— This is Mr. Kershaw.’ 

The Martins were simply delighted to see 
him. They seemed to surround, fall in upon, 
overwhelm him in their eagerness to cement 
the bonds of friendship. He’d be all right with 
them. They’d probably say afterwards how aw¬ 
fully jolly he was5 or if not, shout with laugh¬ 
ter in his face, call him a perfect scream. 

‘ Well, me for an ice! ’ shouted Phyl. 

< I can recommend them,’ said Reggie, quite 

eagerly and boyishly. 

He returned with them to the table, looking 
as he walked between them like a small black 
beetle wandering among a flourishing bed of 

melons. 

They’d be there for some time. They 

wouldn’t care what the waiters thought. 

<■ is m y face quite clean now? ’ She lifted it 

for his inspection. 

< Rather. Top hole.’ 

c What a lucky thing you saw me in time! 

I’m sorry I dirtied your clean hanky.’ 

She could laugh now. 

They hurried back to the ballroom. 
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He was a very rapid dancer. He danced on 
his toes and hopped like a grasshopper. This, 
combined with his hair and his freckles, made 
him comically conspicuous. He was not a ro¬ 
mantic figure: in fact, for some reason, he made 
one think of some domestic fowl—a hen or a 
turkey. But he was very nice indeed. His beauti¬ 
ful manners and responsive open face were rest¬ 
ful and encouraging. Once one had managed to 
catch his pace one found it easier to dance quick 
than slow. It was quite exhilarating, whisking 
and springing round the room. 

They had two dances together. During the 
second, she caught Kate’s eye for the first time 
since their separation, and was able to give her a 
cheerful wink. Kate was dancing with Tony 
Heriot—none other: so that was all right. She 
looked quite rapt and shining, and almost forgot 
to wink back. 

After the second dance, they sat out on the 
stairs. 

He said: 

‘ Been to any shows in London lately? 5 

‘ No, I haven’t just lately,’ she said brightly. 

1 Have you ? 5 
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c I saw For Love or Money last week. Top¬ 
ping show. Fay Monkton’s simply ripping in it. 
You ought to see it.’ 

4 1 must try to.’ But now she felt bound to 
admit: ‘ As a matter of fact, I don’t often go 
to London. Practically never.’ 

After a bit he said: 

c Ever run over to Brooklands from here? ’ 

c No,’ she said carefully, concealing a blank. 
c No, I never do.’ 

< Too late this year, of course. You ought to 
go next spring—when there’s a big day on. That 
is, if you’re interested in that sort of thing.’ 

< Oh yes, I am. I must go.’ 

A big day at Brooklands? • • • After a bit 

she said: 

< Are you going to many dances this Christ¬ 
mas? ’ 

< I expect I shall get in a few. Are you? ’ 

< Not very many, I don’t think. 

c Ever been to a dance in a battleship? ’ 

‘ Oh no, never.’ 

< We gave a dance last year during Navy 
week. It was a rattling good show.’ He added 
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mildly: c You ought to come down for it next 
time.’ 

c Oh, it would be lovely! ’ 

She glowed, thinking: This was the way of 
life: when you made no effort for a success, it 
dropped into your hands. 

c Get Dolly or Phyl to buzz you down.’ 

He left it at that. It sounded rather vague, 
really—not very likely to come to anything. 

One ought to ask him questions about the 
Navy. But after asking what ship he was on, 
and he had said gently, not on—in, and how 
long leave he had, and if he was ever seasick, 
and if he had been to China, there seemed noth¬ 
ing more to say without exposing an abyss of 
ignorance. So she remained silent, and so did he. 
But it was quite a nice silence. He wasn’t an ex- 
acting person. His simple light-blue eye looked 
outward, uncritically ranging over his surround¬ 
ings. He didn’t want to be absorbed in her alone. 
This was a little disappointing. 

The stairs were crowded with couples, and 
down in the hall below Rollo and another young 
man were sparring together. 

She said: 
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4 That’s Rollo Spencer.’ 

4 Is it? ’ he said mildly. 4 His sister’s a jolly 
pretty girl, isn’t she? ’ 

4 Yes, Marigold’s very pretty.’ 

4 Could you point her out? ’ 

4 I’m afraid I can’t see her anywhere at the 
moment.’ 

4 Never mind. There’s a lot of jolly pretty 
girls here to-night.’ 

4 Yes, there are.’ 

4 Can you introduce me to that one in pink? ’ 
He indicated a fluffy baby-faced creature sitting 

on the landing. 

She said apologetically: 

4 I’m afraid I don’t know her.’ 

4 Never mind.’ 

The music had begun again. Extraordinary 
how it invaded every part of this big house. 
There was no escape from it. Take your part¬ 
ners, it blared. Leave your last one, take your 
next one. ... My programme is a blank. 

They got up to make way for the down- 
trooping swarm. He’s off. He’s not going to ask 
me for another. ... She felt her smile twist 

and freeze. But suddenly he said. 
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£ Could you spare me one in the second half? ’ 

‘ Oh yes, I’d love to, thanks.’ 

He booked number 15, thanked her and left 
her, threading his way lightly through the 
crowd, jaunty, modest, self-assured, intent on 
the evening’s job. 

§ 4 

Alone once more. 

She went and sat against the wall. Lady 
Spencer sailed out of the little room, brushing 
Olivia in the flow and sweep of her passage. 

1 Oh, Olivia dear. . . She paused, reflec¬ 
tive, a hand on Olivia’s shoulder. c I want to 
introduce such an interesting . . . Come with 
me, dear.’ She took her arm lightly and led her 
back into the little room. £ The son of some new 
neighbours of ours. . . . Such a charming . . . 
very clever. A foet. He doesn’t seem to know 
many ... so do be kind to him.’ 

They approached a youth standing upon the 
hearthrug, posed in a sombre and defensive at¬ 
titude. The first thing one noticed was his hair. 
He wore it over his forehead in a crooked fringe. 
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Lady Spencer said, with her most compelling 
graciousness : 

c Olivia dear, this is Mr. Jenkin—Peter Jen- 
kin, whom I was just telling you about. Mr. 
Jenkin, Miss Olivia Curtis.’ 

He bowed from his waist, in silence. He 
looked resentful, not to say definitely hostile. 

6 I’m sure you two will find a great deal to 
talk about.’ 

Off she sailed again, so powerful and so cer¬ 
tain, leaving in her wake a vacuum. There didn’t 
seem anything at all to say to Mr. Jenkin. She 
fumbled with her programme. 

He said: 

1 1 don’t dance.’ 

After a moment’s collapse, she felt embold¬ 
ened to say: 

< Then why did you come? ’ She didn’t say 
it boldly, and she blushed. 

He shrugged his shoulders. 

< Oh—the houses of the great, you know. We 
can’t resist a peep at high life, can we? I’ve 

never achieved it before.’ 

How sarcastic he sounded. ... He didn’t 
move his lips in speaking, and his voice came 
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out of the roof of his mouth in a hollow, clipped, 
extinguished way, difficult to catch. 

‘ Yes, it’s my first dance too.’ 

He shot a glance at her for the first time— 
suspicious. He had queer eyes, greenish-brown 
and fiery, deep-set, with a slight cast. He closed 
them, blinking rapidly for a second, and simul¬ 
taneously jerking his head. He said: 

‘ To be quite honest, I suppose it was the 
usual emotional bludgeoning. Do go for my 
sake. Why do you never want to please me— 
and all that. She knows I can’t stand up against 
it.’ 

‘Who? ’ 

‘ My mother,’ he said sulkily, as if suppress¬ 
ing an impatient ‘ of course.’ He blinked and 
jerked again. ‘ She’s the most outrageous woman 
in the world. I do everything she tells me.’ 

Good gracious. . . . 

He went on broodingly: 

‘ The temptation is to give up struggling. 
Simply accept the fact that she’s ruined one’s 
life. . . .’ 

‘ Are you—haven’t you got a father? ’ 

‘ My father I merely dislike.’ Blink, jerk. 
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4 Or rather despise. But Pm sorry for him—my 
God, I am!—bloody sorry.’ He nodded som¬ 
brely. ‘ She’s cooked his goose all right.’ 

What a revelation. . . . What a shock. . . . 
Life at first hand. Telling a perfect stranger, 
too. No wonder he looked so queer. Trouble 
had unhinged him. That nervous trick with his 
eyes . . . and using such bad language. . . . 
One must show quiet sympathy, not appear 
shocked or surprised. 

‘ How rotten for you. It must be simply ter¬ 
rible to have such—not to get on with one’s 
parents.’ 

‘Oh, it’s just the dear old CEdipus again. 
We can’t get away from it, can we? I suppose 
one might be analysed.’ He shrugged his shoul¬ 
ders. 

He was talking absolute gibberish now. Per¬ 
haps he really was a little mad. 

< Of course she’s had a very unsatisfactory sex- 
li£ e —for a woman of her temperament. It’s 
made her definitely hysterical. And I’m the only 
son. So, naturally . . Blink, jerk. ‘ Of course 
I’m possessive too—violently so. I take after 
her. She’s a brilliant creature—beautiful—the 
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most divine companion. I get my creative gifts 
from her. We have Russian blood.’ He passed a 
languid delicate hand through his fringe. 

It must be the Russian blood that made his 
complexion so sallow and his skull so shallow 
and flat. His lips were wide and flat, his cheek¬ 
bones high 5 and he was a queer shape—heavy 
about the shoulders, with long arms and short 
legs. 

4 I’ve got foreign blood too,’ she said; 4 one 
of my great-grandmothers was French.’ 

He took no notice of this. 

She tried timidly: 

4 You write, don’t you? ’ 

4 Yes.’ He sounded offended again. 

4 How thrilling.’ Better not mention one’s 
own paltry efforts. 4 Poetry or prose? ’ 

c Both. My poems are better known.’ 

She said with enthusiasm: 

4 1 should love to read them.’ 

He looked at her, still gloomily but with a 
glimmer of relenting. 

4 Perhaps you haven’t heard of Attack .’ 

4 No, I’m afraid I-’ 

4 The review we started last term—Brian Car- 
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ruthers and myself.’ Blink, jerk. ‘ Carruthers is 
editor—I’m sub-editor. Wilkes is in it too— 
Wilkes of the O.U.D.S., you know—the de¬ 
signer.’ (Wilkes of the what? It sounded like 
owds. . . .) i Our aim is of course to create an 
entirely modern aesthetics—assert the new 
forms.’ Blink, jerk of particular violence. ‘ We 
break altogether with tradition. Of course Cam¬ 
bridge has nothing comparable. . . .’ 

He said all this in a very haughty and sulky 
way, almost as if he couldn’t be bothered to 
talk about it. But he went on all the same: ‘1 
sent a copy of the first number to Beckett Adye 
—the critic—you know. He thought it reached 
a very high level. He liked my poems particu¬ 
larly.’ 

He glanced again at her attentive face and 
added, more kindly: 

< If you’re interested, I’ll send you a copy. 

Let me have your address.’ 

‘ Oh, thanks most frightfully. I should sim¬ 
ply love that.’ 

How very exciting. . . . New worlds open- 
ing. He must be simply terrifically clever. And 
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I haven’t disgraced myself at all. He must quite 
like me, to think me worthy of a copy. 

4 Read Carruthers first, then me. I supple¬ 
ment him aesthetically —and psychologically. 
Possibly you know his work.’ 

4 Pm afraid I don’t.’ 

4 He published three poems in a limited edi¬ 
tion last year. Difficult stuff, but, my God, it’s 
great! It fluttered the dovecotes, I can tell you.’ 
A sardonic smile twisted his lips. 4 But his latest 
work goes deeper. It’s definitely more signifi¬ 
cant. A little obscure perhaps if you’re not fa¬ 
miliar with his extremely subtle suggestive 
method . . . approximating in fact to uncon¬ 
scious direction. . . .’ He considered this state¬ 
ment critically, and gave it his sanction with a 
nodj adding in quite a confiding way: 4 My God, 
he brings it off, though! I’ll send you a copy! 
Don’t try to understand him. Let his pattern 
sink in. Actually it’s his autobiography. But it’s 
still unfinished.’ 

4 When will it be finished? ’ 

Ah, there’s the rub. Sometimes he’s uncrea- 
live for months together. He’s definitely neu- 
rotic. He ought to be analysed.’ 
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‘ He must be very interesting.’ 

‘ The point about Carruthers is that he de¬ 
rives from no one. His meaning and purpose 
are entirely his own. Now, I myself confess to 
various influences. There’s definitely a trace of 
Blakeney in my early work—I can see it. But 
I’ve definitely thrown it off. My last two poems 
are very good. I’ll send them to you. What s 

your name? Berenice? ’ 

< No, it isn’t. Why should you think so? ’ 
‘Why not? I dare say actually it’s Ivy or 

Joyce or Betty. I prefer not to hear. I choose 

my own names for my friends. 

c What do you call Carruthers? ’ (He’s class¬ 
ing me with his friends. . . . Ought I to have 

said Mr. Carruthers? . . .) 

< Dimitri.’ Blink, jerk, offended voice. < He’s 

pure Dostoievsky, of course. 

What could that mean? . . . Something 
very flattering and unusual. It was awfully nice 
of him to admire Carruthers and his poetry so 
much. He must be very unselfish. Of course 
Berenice was an uncommon name too. Was it 
meant in a complimentary way? One must just 

hope. 
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He took a yellow cigarette from a black 
enamel case, and lit it. He seemed brighter al¬ 
together, and hadn’t blinked for several min¬ 
utes. He looked through the open door towards 
the ballroom, and his lip curled. 

‘ What a spectacle! ’ He snorted. ‘ Makes one 
sick.’ 

Whatever could be wrong? She dared not 
ask. She remained silent and looked too, seeing 
a lot of people dancing a fox-trot in a restrained 
but cheerful way: whereas he saw a sight that 
turned his stomach. 

‘The unreality of it! ’ He gave an unex¬ 
pected shrill cackle. ‘ My God, though, it has 
its humorous side. What’s-her-name now—that 
bosomy tin-plated dowager, yearning over us 
with her bowels of condescension. . . He 
paused, pleased with this. ‘All these well- 
diluted debs—guaranteed wholesome and seda¬ 
tive. They’re enough to make a cat laugh.’ He 
cackled again. ‘ And what a remarkable collec¬ 
tion of animal fragments! . . . tusks, paws, 
heads, tails, horns, skulls and what not. I’ve 
been admiring them. And the pictures—horsy 
ancestors, ancestral horses-^uch an interesting 
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study. And these young serving-men in fancy 
dress—they enthral me.’ 

She acknowledged his wit with a smile j but 
she was unnerved. Such a totally fresh point of 
view, so disquieting and subversive. Tin-flated 
dowager. . . . Could he really mean . . . He 
could. He looked quite genial now. 

‘ That’s my sister, the one in green with a 
little cape.’ Surely his sarcastic generalizations 
would not apply to Kate. She was dancing with 
Dr. Parkes. He studied her with a sharp cold 
eye. 

‘ Urn. Chaste-looking girl. Quite a nymph. 
Barley-water nymph. God! There’s just enough 
sex appeal in this room to tickle up a canary. 
What’s the matter with you English virgins? ’ 
He turned and stared at her. ‘How old are 

vou? ’ 

‘ Seventeen.’ 

He puffed at his cigarette, blowing the smoke 
out through his wide satyr’s nostrils and looking 
her up and down. 

c You’ve got possibilities. But you don’t give 
yourself a chance. Why don’t you make up? If 
there’s one thing in the world I find distressing 
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it’s these schoolgirl complexions. You ought to 
take a lesson from my friend Inez. God, she’s 
got style! I choose her clothes for her. You 
ought to meet her.’ 

She was silent, thinking how much she would 
prefer not to meet Inez. 

‘ That dress of yours, now,’ he said.‘ It won’t 
do, will it? Honestly ... ? ’ 

She attempted a smile j but she felt strangled. 

‘ I’m afraid it doesn’t fit very well.’ 

He went on: 

* Besides, the colour. So crude. I never let 
Inez wear anything but black at night. Occa¬ 
sionally white.’ 

‘ I don’t like black,’ she said in a weak, high, 
defiant voice. He disregarded this and continued 
unmoved: 

1 1 dare say it’s not your fault. You’ve never 
been taught. It takes a man to teach a woman 
how to dress. The majority of them don’t de¬ 
velop a clothes-sense till they’ve had a lover. 
Or a face either, for that matter. No woman 
under twenty-five’s worth looking at.’ 

He wasn’t studying her any more—that was 
the only comfort. Oh, to rip off this scorching 
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dress, to sink through the carpet! Of course it 
was absurd to take him seriously. What could a 
man like him know about clothes? Kate would 
have known how to put him in his place in two 
two’s. But I don’t feel like that. I can’t feel in¬ 
dignant at his awful rudeness. . . . His cold 
and somehow acid voice was like a probe search¬ 
ing into sore places: but she must bare her breast. 
She was his appointed and—yes—in the last re¬ 
coil his willing victim. She had to hear, had to 
suffer him, because he was so certain. And I’m 
never certain. This was the truth about the dress 
then—about the whole business: I’m ludicrous, 
a sort of bungling amateur. I can’t compete with 
the real thing. 

It can’t be helped. Good for my conceit. I 
must just . . . I’ve got my own things: home} 
and my hyacinths that’ll bloom by Christmas} 
books} and Monsieur Bertot saying, My fa¬ 


vourite pupil} and writing poetry. . . . 

She began to bleed secretly in her self-esteem. 
She felt it: a lesion through which virtue was 
going to seep away unstanched. But it must be 
disregarded. She felt quite composed again, un¬ 
usually so, in a surface way. 
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The band had stopped, and a number of cou¬ 
ples invaded the room and disposed themselves 
in chairs and sofas. He looked round upon them 
under lowered brows, then moved to the door, 
saying loudly: 

4 1 suppose one can get a drink in this housed 

She noticed that he walked with a limp, as 
if one leg were shorter than the other. Poor boy, 
no wonder he didn’t dance. He was probably 
embittered, like Byron. One must excuse every¬ 
thing. 

In the almost deserted ballroom, several 
young men, the sort who looked like Rollo’s 
brother officers, were galloping about kicking 
their legs up and uttering hunting-cries. ‘ Noth¬ 
ing like an Englishman for a rag, is there? ’ He 
jerked his shoulders in an elaborate display of 
ironic laughter. ‘ Damn good sportsmen! With 
any luck they’ll break up some chairs and things 
soon. Just for the joke of it.’ 

Perhaps it was rather disgusting: so noisy and 
silly. All the same, but for him it might have 
seemed rather funny. In fact his comments had 
startled away the smile with which she had all 
too leniently greeted their antics. How inces- 
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sandy on one’s guard one had to be with clever 
people , what bad taste one could show without 
knowing it. 

He went limping over the floor, contemptu¬ 
ously skirting a couple now doing a kind of step 
dance in the middle of the room. Just as they 
reached the opposite doorway, Lady Spencer ap¬ 
peared within it, summoned by the noise, pre¬ 
pared for action, her presence particularly im¬ 
posing, her eye veiled with purpose. 

‘ Aunt Sibyl! ’ one of the dancers sprang to¬ 
wards her, arms outstretched. ‘ The very person 
I was longing for.’ 

‘ Archie, what’s all this noise? ’ 

Her voice was severe, but her face relaxed. 
She looked at him indulgently; then, seeing 
Olivia, detained her with a friendly hand upon 
her shoulder. Mr. Jenkin passed on through the 
door without one backward look. 

‘It’s all right, Aunt Sibyl, I swear. Don’t 
look so like a distressed gentlewoman. It’s just 
the exuberance of youth. You intoxicate me in 
your silver gown—that’s what it is. Who can 
hold a candle to you?—no one. Now, angel, 
come with me and show this blighter how to 
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dance a reel. Come on now. Rouse up your Scots 
blood.’ 


4 You ridiculous boy.’ Smiling, frowning, half 
yielding, half protesting, she let him lead her 
forward. 4 The idea! ’ 

4 Ah, do! To please me.’ 

He confronted her, his face brimming with 
laughter, coaxing, radiating some quality that 
drew one’s eye, one’s smile, one’s will. 4 One— 
two—three! 9 

And actually—actually there was Lady Spen¬ 
cer, hands on hips, breaking into the jaunty 
steps of a brisk reel, footing it opposite him 
most lightly and skilfully, with perfect dignity, 
her eyes laughing back at him. 


4 No more! No more! ’ She stopped, panting 

a little, shaking her head as they all clapped. 

Archie, you are a temble boy. How could you 

make me so forget myself? I haven’t danced 
for years.’ 


4 Then it’s time you started again.’ 

4 Ah dear!—I could once. I used to love it.’ 
‘So you do still, of course. You’re superb. 
We’ll dance together for the rest of the eve- 

ninrv y 
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She said with sudden firmness: 

‘ Now, be quiet. No more nonsense. You’re 
not doing your duty at all nicely, and I’m not 
pleased with you.’ 

‘ Oh, darling! ’ He clasped his hands, gazing 
at her with mock penitence. ‘ Aren’t I pulling 
my weight? ’ 

‘ Now, I didn’t invite you to spend the eve¬ 
ning romping by yourself. You ought to know 
better. You’re behaving like a schoolboy. Why 
don’t you dance with some of these charming 



‘Oh, I will, I will! Forgive! They are so 
charming, I must dance with them all.’ 

‘ And George too. You ought to be ashamed 

of yourselves.’ 

‘ I’m sorry, Lady Spencer.’ 

George sounded sheepish. He was a fairish, 
tallish, average looking young man with a tooth¬ 
brush moustache. 

‘ Come both of you and be introduced to a 

great friend of ours, Olivia Curtis. 

‘ How are you? How are you? Delighted.’ 
Archie gave her an elaborate bow, his eyes 
vague and sparkling, looking desperately 
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amused, and yet somehow as if he weren’t quite 
attending. He said pressingly: 

‘ Nineteen. Number Nineteen. My lucky 
number.’ He laughed. 

‘ Yes, I’d love to.’ 

She beamed. For of course, though he had 
changed a lot, she had recognized him at once: 
Archie of the broom. Naturally he’s forgotten 
me. I won’t remind him till we dance together. 

‘ Thank you so much —so much.’ 

But he didn’t write it down. He didn’t seem 

to have a programme. He smoothed his hair and 

fanned himself with his handkerchief, looking 

at Lady Spencer with a funny teasing challeng- 
ing expression. 

‘May I have the next one? 9 said George 
with formality. 

‘ Yes, I’d love to.’ 

It seemed almost a miracle. The handsomest 
man in the room, the very person one would 
have picked first anywhere, any day, yet never 
hoped to acquire. ... And George as well- 
nothing like so thrilling, but still, so well- 
groomed and superior. . . . Rate’ll be quite 
jealous. In deep and grateful affection she 
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looked up to smile at Lady Spencer. Bosomy 
tin-plated . . . how could he! Out of the cor¬ 
ner of an eye she could see him in the passage, 
standing stiffly against the wall, looking bilious 
and solitary. I don’t care. I shan’t bother about 
him. He’s horrid. 

Lady Spencer said, very quietly, as if she 
didn’t want to be overheard: 

‘ Archie, you will be good, won’t you? ’ She 
searched his face, looking serious. He answered 
loudly: 

‘ Yes, Aunt Sibyl, I will.’ 

He sounded a tiny bit sheepish and impatient, 

and he turned away from her. 

‘ Are you all right, dear? ’ She patted Olivia. 

1 Enjoying yourself? ’ 

‘ Oh yes, thank you.’ 

Supposing that one could conceivably wish to 
be malicious, one might perhaps feel that dear 
Lady Spencer was making a statement rather 
than asking a question, scarcely listening for the 
inevitable enthusiastic affirmative of any guest 
at any party of hers. But how could one wish 
to be so? She was so gracious; every action she 
performed was so fitting and so right; she could 
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suddenly step down from her throne and startle 
one with a step dance and look young and laugh¬ 
ing, almost mischievous and flirtatious, yet be 
only the more superbly herself—one must 
adore her. 

‘ Did you and Mr. Jenkin-■’ 

Looking round for him with vague benevo¬ 
lence, her eye was arrested by the sight of his 
hunched crooked sulky-looking back view fling¬ 
ing down the passage out of sight. (Queer: he 
wasn’t limping any more.) She paused, looking 
momentarily absent and reflective, then smiled, 
nodded and sailed away to join another tall 
grey-haired matron in black, whose appearance 

bore a family likeness to her own. She took her 
arm: 


4 Blanchie, that graceless boy of yours . . 

They passed out of earshot, moving serenely, 

unassailably in that place they lived in, that 

place from which Mr. Jenkin, did he but know 

it, had just been dropped, without any fuss, for 

ever—a place where one’s sons didn’t drink too 

much or one’s guests overstep the bounds of 

permissible eccentricity by crude anti-social dis¬ 
plays of hostility. 
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Archie flung himself into a chair, shaking 
with laughter, mopping his face, saying to 
George: 

‘ Isn’t she divine? Isn’t she divine? I swear 
I’d rather—’ he lowered his voice abruptly, 
glanced round—‘than any girl in the room.’ 
After a moment he added: £ I bet I could too.’ 
They murmured and laughed together. 
Retiring discreetly, Olivia heard him say: 

< Tip the others the wink. There’s a private 

supply in my bedroom.’ 

She found Mary Cooper and her brother in 

the hall, and sat talking to them till the band 
struck up again. § ^ 

George was not the kind of partner who cared 
to talk while dancing. Once one realized that 
there was no necessity to keep up a flow of small 
talk, it was quite a pleasure to remain silent and 
fit oneself to his simple but correct style; just a 
gliding walk, with a little halt and flourish at 

the turns, very easy to manage. 

After the dance, sitting beside her on the 

landing, he politely offered her a cigarette, lit 

one himself, and opened the conversation. 
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‘ Were you out to-day? ’ 
c Oh yes.’ 

‘ Jolly good day, wasn’t it? At least a rotten 
morning, but the afternoon was first class.’ 

‘ Yes, it was nice.’ Rather surprising. It had 
been so very wet. But perhaps he liked walking 
in the rain. 1 1 love to be out in the rain if I’m 
dressed for it.’ 

£ Um. Going out on Saturday-? ’ 

c I expect so.’ Rather mystifying. c I go out 
every day, really.’ 

* What? Do you honestly? ’ He looked very 
much impressed, but at the same time rather 
incredulous. After a bit of thinking he said: 

‘ You don’t live round here, then? ’ 

( Oh yes. At least, only eight miles away.’ 

He said respectfully: 

You must be awfully keen. I suppose some 
days you have a jolly good distance to motor? ’ 
c Oh no. We haven’t got a car.’ 

He looked absolutely staggered. 

c But I didn’t know there were more than two 
packs within fifty miles.’ 

Bombshells. Death and damnation. Hideous 
light in darkness. Consternation. Humiliation. 
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‘ Oh, I thought you meant ... I misunder¬ 
stood. I don’t—as a matter of fact, I don’t really 
hunt.’ 

After a moment he said politely: 

‘ Oh, I see. I couldn’t make it out.’ 

He didn’t smile, or otherwise reveal his feel¬ 
ings. He fell silent, and looked at his shoes. She 
ventured timidly: 

1 I wish I did. It must be such fun.’ 

False. Denying acute feelings about foxes to 

curry favour. 

He said relentingly: 

< Nothing like it. I’d rather have a good day’s 
hunting than a week’s shooting, any day.’ 

< Yes, I quite agree. It looks so lovely too, 

doesn’t it? The red coats.’ 

4 The what? ’ 

< The colour, I mean.’ 

He said very distinctly, looking straight in 

front of him: 

4 Oh, the pink coats.’ 
c Yes, the pink coats.’ 

She tried to repeat it indifferently, as if cor¬ 
recting what of course had been a mere unac¬ 
countable slip of the tongue. She remembered 
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now too late: coats were pink, dogs were hounds. 

But he remained aloof, made a few more per¬ 
functory remarks, left her with alacrity as soon 
as the music began again. He didn’t ask for an¬ 
other dance. 

Reggie turned up, looking cheerful, saying in 
a voice of mild regret, unshadowed by suspicion: 

‘ Unfortunately I’ve had no luck with your 

sister. Her programme appears to be completely 
full.’ 7 

§ 6 

Supper interval. Martins again, calling heart¬ 
ily from their table: 

1 Come along you two. Room for a little one.’ 

Quite a cheerful party, with Maurice, Mary 
Cooper and her brother, and another rather dim 
willing youth with spots. It was clear that Phyl 
and Dolly thought Reggie not only a scream, 
but awfully jolly as well. He engaged with 
them in Cockney repartee, and did some con¬ 
juring tricks with glasses and knives. No doubt 
they brought out the best in him. In his light 
vein he didn’t seem so altogether isolated, so 
out of touch with human beings. He might be 
going to be quite popular in his parish, espe- 
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dally at the sodals. Kate and I treated him all 
wrong. We ought to have done some ragging. 
I don’t know how to do it. 

‘ I say, Olivia, who’s your shady-looking 
pal? ’ 

4 Who? ’ 

< Oh, come off it—you know—with the O- 

cedar mop coiffure.’ 

‘ I suppose you mean Peter Jenkin.’ 

‘ And who’s Petah Jenkin? ’ 

c He’s a poet.’ 

< I guessed as much. Either that or an escaped 
convict.’ 

There was a shout of laughter. 

‘ He’s at Oxford. Do you know him, Reggie? ’ 

< j beg your pardon.’ Engaged in replenishing 
his plate, Reggie hadn’t heard. 4 Oh, Jenkin—I 
know him by reputation.’ He seemed to be no¬ 
ticing an unpleasant smell. 

She said rather aggressively: 

‘ He’s frightfully clever.’ 

< He’s a me-ar mass of affectation,’ pro- 
nounced Reggie, almost intoning. ‘ Thoroughly 
undesirable.’ 

< One of these decadents, I suppose.’ 
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‘ Distinctly unappetizing specimen, I must 
say.’ 

‘ Never can think why these brainy birds have 
to make themselves look such frights.’ 

‘ Suppose they’ve got to advertise,’ said Mau¬ 
rice mildly. 4 Otherwise people ’ud think they 
were just ordinary chaps.’ 

i Well, give me the common or garden ones 
who aren’t above indulging in a bath and hair¬ 
cut when they need it.’ 

4 Every time.’ 

4 Brains aren’t everything, by a long chalk. 
At least not in my humble opinion.’ 

4 Hear, hear! ’ 

The buzz, the chattering idiocy. . . . If sides 

must be taken, it was not their side one could 
take. Of course he was awful, a mass of affec¬ 
tation; and then so cruel; and doing his hair in 
such a dreadful way. He looked as if he took no 
exercise. He was an outcast, made for hatred 
and derision. But—what was it then that made 
one feel that, with just a few more clues pro¬ 
vided, one could get to know him, understand 
his language? I should soon feel at ease with a 
person like him; receive his confidence. Be sorry 
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for him. Not think him absurd and contemptible 
at all. There must be something shady in me 
too, then, something decadent. Pm different 
from them, though they don’t know it. She felt 
the cleavage, deep, uneasy. I’m not going to do 
the things they’ll do. 

c Hot lobster. By Jove, this is a proper do, 
and no mistake,’ said Maurice. c Tuck in, girls. 
Do yourselves justice.’ 

It was a proper do and no mistake. They did 

themselves more than justice. 

Champagne too. They drank it with grimaces, 
with giggles and chaff and exclamations. Reggie 

emptied several glasses. 

At the big middle table, that face again, turn¬ 
ing slowly this way and that on the long neck, 
the white dress staring vivid against the scarlet 
of Rollo’s coat. Rollo kept on watching the face. 
Sometimes it smiled faintly, not looking at him 
or any one. They didn’t talk much. When one 
looked at them, there seemed no one else in the 

room—only these two. 

< Olivia, you slacker, why didn’t you turn up 

at Guides last week? ’ 

Why not say: Because I preferred to spend 
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the afternoon on the schoolroom sofa reading 
East Lryrme and eating nut-milk chocolate. . . . 
Because I loathe the beastly Guides. 

‘ I had such an awful cold.’ 

4 You know you’re a bit of a slacker. Hon¬ 
estly.’ Phyl’s voice was cheery but reproving. 

She blushed darkly. Publicly admonished. 

§ 7 

Now the evening was at the flood, racing 

from room to room. Now the fortunate sailed 

with it, serene—doubt, fear allayed. Now if 

failure threatened, failure was confirmed. From 

now one could be but a declension for such as 

faltered and fell aside, caught and borne down 

by inauspicious currents, stranded upon islands 
empty, arid, salt. 

Now Kate rode upon the forward crest, in 
certain buoyancy and unwavering light. 

Tony said, as they danced: 

Look here, why don’t you come to the hunt 
ball? ’ 

She admitted gaily, demurely: 

‘ Nobody’s asked me. I can’t go alone.’ 

c Well, look here—can’t you come? I mean 
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—join our party—come and dine with us first. 
It’s the day after to-morrow.’ 

1 Oh! 5 She took a deep breath. ‘ Oh, I would 
love to. I don’t know. Mother’s very strict.’ 

She tried to see herself announcing at home, 
in a perfectly offhand way: Tony Heriot’s asked 
me to a dance. 

c I say, is she really? Would she object to me, 
do you think? ’ 

‘1 don’t know. I shouldn’t think she could.’ 
She glanced up at him, shy, smiling. Their 
eyes met, they looked into each other’s eyes. 

1 Tell you what—we’ll get Etty to ring up.’ 
‘ Oh, good idea! Etty can always get round 

Mother.’ 

< Etty’d get round anybody.’ 
c Yes, she would. I’m sitting out the next 

dance with her. I’ll ask her.’ 

It didn’t matter any more what bouquets he 
threw to Etty. They were only bouquets. They 
were Etty’s due. § g 

No partner for this one. No more hope of 
getting one now. Quick to the cloakroom, then, 
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that refuge. It was quite good really not to have 
had to seek it before now. 

Turning, Olivia saw a heavy young man with 
a moustache and a bulging slow-motion grey 
eye strolling towards her. He stopped in front 
of her, and said, speaking through his nose, 
scarcely moving his lips, adjusting his tie and 
looking over her head: 

‘ Take a turn with me? y 

She said gratefully: 

‘ Oh, thank you, I’d love to.’ 

What tremendous luck. ... He must have 
—could it be he liked the look of me? 

He launched immediately into niggling tot¬ 
tering steps, full of breaks and hesitations, quite 
impossible to follow. His eye wandered slowly 
round the room and he took no notice of her, 
pursuing his complicated course regardless of 
her stumblings. 

In the hope of covering her incompetence by 
a little friendly conversation, she ventured: 

1 You know, I don’t think we know each oth¬ 
er’s names, do we? ’ 

She tripped over his foot again. 

‘ I know who you are.’ 
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He sounded so casual, so nasal, not to say 
bored, it was an effort to summon a coy smile 
and ask: 

‘ Who am I? ’ 

‘ Etty’s young cousin, aren’t you? ’ 

1 Yes. How did you-Oh, then, it is Etty 

I saw. How extraordinary! Does she know I’m 
here? Why hasn’t she spoken to me? Did you 
come with her, then? ’ 

‘ Mm. With the Heriots. We’re both staying 
with them.’ 

c I see. . . . Where is she now? ’ 

He jerked his head in the direction of the 
staircase: 

c Sitting out with your sister, I believe. Hav- 
ing a good girl’s gossip. Heu, heu, heu! ’ He 
uttered a dry little complacent laugh through 
his nose. 4 She told me I was to dance with you.’ 

‘ I see. She pointed me out to you. . . 

c Mm.’ 

What pleasure, what comfort, to have sat 
with Kate and Etty for a quarter of an hour, 
gossiping and giggling. But they hadn’t in¬ 
cluded her. Going off together, Etty leaning 
over the banister, shaking her head, flourishing 
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an arch little hand at him. Run along now, 
you’re not wanted. Go and dance with a nice 
girl. Look, there’s another cousin of mine wall¬ 
flowering over there—go and console her. Be 
kind to her now. She’s very young. . . . And 
then to Kate: Come on, my lamb. We mustn’t 
waste a minute. Now, tell me everything . And 
upstairs they’d run, hand in hand, to have their 
secrets and be grown up together . . . just as 
in old times, playing Let’s run away from 
Olivia. 

Complicated emotion sharpened her voice, 
made her say suddenly: 

‘ She told you to dance with me, so you did.’ 

‘ That’s right. Heu, heu, heu! Must obey or¬ 
ders, mustn’t we? ’ 

‘ It was very kind of you both.’ (What am I 
saying? What’s the matter with me?) 4 You 
really shouldn’t have bothered.’ 

His eye fell on her for a second, infinitesi¬ 
mally disconcerted. ‘ Oh well, heu, heu, heu! 
It’s not exactly a hardship. What? ’ 

And he gave her hand a lingering squeeze. 

I see what it isj he’s most awfully conceited. 
He thinks it’s marvellous for me to be dancing 
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with him. The squeeze is an extra special fa¬ 
vour. . . . Yet all the same, in spite of herself, 
she felt a faint impulse to respond to it. It was 
something personal, it must mean he wasn’t al¬ 
together bored. 

In her new recklessness she said: 

‘ Are you a friend of Etty’s, then? ’ 

‘ Friend of Etty’s? Lord, yes. Known her for 

years.’ 

£ What heaps of friends she’s got, hasn’t she? ’ 
‘ Mm. She’s a popular little party.’ 

He sounded comfortable, complacent, pos¬ 
sessive. 

‘Everybody falls in love with her, don’t 
they? ’ 

‘Mm? Well, I don’t know about that. Heu, 
heu! . . .’ His laugh was not so smooth. 

« What makes you think so? ’ 

‘ Well, she’s so attractive, isn’t she? ’ She 

paused and added: ‘As a matter of fact, it’s 

what I gathered from what she tells me.’ 

‘ Oh, she tells you, does she . . .’ 

He was silent for a few moments, and then 

said disagreeably: 

‘ You’re all alike, you girls. Just a lot ot 
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scalp-hunters. Sitting round and counting your 
scalps and bragging. But two can play at that 
game. Don’t you forget that.’ 

She said awkwardly: 
c I don’t know anything about it.’ 

£ Don’t you? Well, take my tip.’ 

She felt his uneasiness, his jealous hostility 
and suspicion reaching out beyond her, address¬ 
ing itself to the tormenting image of Ettyj won¬ 
dering: Does she give me away? ... and saw 
that he wished to marry Etty—and that he was 
not going to be able to. Then, in spite of his 
conceit, sooner or later he would be disconso¬ 
late. Failure would be bound to pierce his thick 
skin in the end. What would he do and say 
then? She felt an anticipatory pity for him, 
wished to undo the effect of her indiscretion, to 
reassure him . . . make him stop disliking me 
so much. She said soothingly: 

c I’m sure Etty doesn’t do that. She never 
brags. Most girls are supposed to give away se¬ 
crets, aren’t they? But Etty never does. That’s 
why everybody tells her everything.’ 

He looked straight at her for a moment, some 
expression struggling in the blankness of his 
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eyes, almost as if he might be going to speak, 
to say something real. But in the end, all he said 
in a patronizing way was: 

4 You’re an unsophisticated damsel, aren’t 
you? ’ 

What does he mean by that? She was silent. 

4 Etty’s all right,’ he said in his former smug 
voice. 4 She’s a sweet.’ 

4 Yes.’ 

She was getting a little more used to his steps, 
and managed now to totter and start off again 
on the right foot without actual collapse at least 
three times out of every four. His eye contin¬ 
ued to wander slowly round, and hoping to have 
hit on a topic of interest to him, she said: 

4 Which do you think the prettiest girl in the 

room? ’ 

He looked at her quizzically, laughing heu, 
heu, heu behind his silly little moustache. 

4 Aha! Comparisons are odious, my sweet.’ 

He thinks I’m fishing. ... A dark blush 

raced over her. 

He said in a fruity languishing voice, open¬ 
ing his eyes at her: 

< And is this her very very first dance? ’ 
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4 Yes, it’s my first dance.’ 

4 Having a wonderful time, are you? Mm? 
Heu, heu! You jeunes fiiles are rather pets.’ He 
squeezed her hand again. 4 Such fun . . .’ 

4 I’m not so young as all that. At least I don’t 
feel it.’ 

4 Old enough to be treated with proper re¬ 
spect, aren’t you? 5 

4 Yes.’ 

4 Heu, heu! You’re rather a joke, aren’t you? 
A nice one.’ 

Now that he had become personal, it was 
worse than before, after all-—more sterile, more 
depressing. Because it isn’t that he likes me. He 
thinks I like him so awfully. 

The band stopped, and he relinquished her 
with indifference. 

4 Sorry I danced so badly,’ she said. 

She saw Peter in the passage, standing 
propped against the wall. She smiled at him as 
she went by. He clutched at her arm: 

‘ You deserted me,’ he said. ‘ Why did you ? ’ 

‘ I didn’t.’ 

His eyes looked very odd and his lip was 
quivering. 
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‘ Yes, you did. You know you did. And I 
know why you did.’ 

He shook her arm, his fingers hard and pain¬ 
ful. She was dumb, staring at his white face. 
What’s the matter with him? . . . What have 
I done? . . . 

He swung round violently, as if he couldn’t 
bear the sight of her. There was nothing to do 
but leave him. Feeling dazed, she rejoined her 
partner, who had walked on a few paces and 
was standing waiting with ostentatious disap¬ 
proval. 

‘ Who’s that cad? ’ he said, drawling through 
his nose. 

‘ His name is Peter Jenkin.’ After a bit she 
added: ‘ He isn’t one.’ 

‘ Isn’t what? ’ 

‘ What you called him.’ 

‘Oh, isn’t he? Heu, heu! Sorry I put my 
foot in it. Didn’t know he was a pal of yours.’ 

He sounded teasing and nasty. 

‘ There’s something wrong with him.’ 

She felt terribly worried. 

‘ Oh, there’s something wrong with him all 

right. Heu, heu! ’ 
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§ 9 

Etty came down the stairs with Kate, greeted 
her joyfully, compensating for previous neglect 
with little pats and confidential whispers. 

‘ Enjoying yourself, my lamb? Ho r jo nice 
you look with your hair up. What fun to be all 
at a dance together. Tell me, how did you get 
on with my old Podge? He’s rather a lamb, 
isn’t he? And dances so divinely. Hasn’t he got 

an attractive mind? Sort of whimsical and 
subtle.’ 

The dream was beginning to deepen. One 
could only agree and smile, eager, dissembling. 

Etty put a hand on his shoulder and danced 
away with him; her slender legs, her little feet 
slipping into the broken steps with perfect ease; 
following him delicately, rhythmically. She 
thought she heard him drawl: 

‘ That little cousin of yours is quite a sweet, 
but she needs teaching.’ 

She thought she saw Etty nod in a sprightly 
way and move her lips . . . uttering some cold, 
some casual, uncaring betrayal. 

She stood with Kate by the door for a few 
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minutes longer, smiling and smiling. Then Tony 
Heriot came and took Kate away. And she went 
on standing there and smiling. 

Was it dancing lessons he meant—or some¬ 
thing about—how to behave? 

My dress is crude, I’m unsophisticated, I 
need teaching. 

I must go back to Peter and put it right with 


him. 


§ IO 


‘ You know,’ she said kindly , c I didn’t desert 
you—you deserted me.’ 

She tried to make him look at her, but he 


wouldn’t. 

c I thought you wanted to get rid of me,’ she 
said, smiling. 

Still he said nothing, and scowled at the floor. 
c Well, Pm awfully sorry.’ She sighed. ‘ I 

didn’t mean anything.’ 

He said with extreme bitterness: 
c I know they put you up to it. That damned 
old bitch and her half-wit satellites. What did 
they say about me? I know they’ve got their 
knife into me. What did they say? ’ 
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4 They didn’t say anything,’ she said, bewil¬ 
dered. 4 They didn’t mention you.’ 

4 I suppose you expect me to believe that? ’ 
Suddenly he seized her hand. She saw that tears 
were pouring down his face. 4 Look here, you 
ask him . . .’ he quavered. 4 Ask him if he 
meant it.’ 

1 Ask whom? ’ She clasped his hand, longing 
to help, completely mystified. 

4 Are you my friend? ’ 

He looked at her, frowning, anxious, tearful, 
like a child. 

4 Of course I am. Of course.’ 

‘ Promise to be my friend.’ 

4 1 promise.’ 

4 They all hate me. They always have.’ 

4 Pm sure nobody hates you.’ 

4 1 tell you everybody does,’ he said angrily. 

4 They simply loathe me. Pm the loneliest beast 
in the world.’ 

Best not to contradict him. He’s not himself 

at all. Kate’ll say Pm making it up when I tell 

her. . . . Men are much, much queerer than I 
imagined. 

He repeated: 
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4 Ask him why he was so beastly to me. Will 
you? I’ll wait here. Go on. I’ll wait here.’ 

4 But I don’t know who you mean. Pm sure 
nobody meant to be beastly to you. If you go on 
like this I shall cry too.’ 

After a silence, he said, more calmly, with a 
sort of aggrieved dignity: 4 Yes, he did. He 
meant to be absolutely foul and bloody.’ 

4 Have you been having a quarrel? ’ 

4 Yes. No. I don’t know. We got into an ar¬ 


gument. He simply began hurling insults at me.’ 


4 Did he really? ’ 

4 Yes, he was most frightfully rude.’ He 
thought for a minute. 4 He said I was drunk 
among other things. The drink’s absolutely foul 
anyway. So typical of the upper classes. Stingy 

beasts. I told him so.’ 


4 Who is he? ’ 

< I don’t know. . . . One of the footmen 


perhaps.’ 

He seemed thoroughly confused. 

< Look here,’ she said earnestly, still holding 
his hand. ‘ You go home. This isn’t the right 
place for you. Honestly it’s not. You’ll be much 
happier if you go away. Will you? ’ 
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She felt maternal, protective, certain she knew 
what was best for him. 

‘ Why should I? ’ 

But he didn’t say it argumentatively. 

‘ Go on,’ she half insisted, half coaxed. 

‘ These fools,’ he said, looking about him. 

Why did he go on about them like this? He 
seemed to have his knife into them terribly. His 
manner appeared to imply infinite disgust and 
contempt for all this sort of thing—houses, ti¬ 
tles, people like the Spencers—what he called 
upper classes. Whereas oneself, one had always 
been led to believe they were very admirable, 
very desirable. 

‘ Do go.’ 

< All right, I will.’ 

He turned and went away, without another 

word. He had forgotten again about limping, 

and walked rapidly, though perhaps a tiny bit 

unsteadily. She saw him go out of the front 
door. 

§ ii 

The sleek and brilliant beacon of Maurice’s 
hair came bobbing through the crowd. Cool, 
quiet, practical, attentive, he glided up to claim 
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her, and immediately sprang with her into his 
usual brisk measure. He seemed somehow more 
definite than other people—as if his eyes and 
ears were quicker, clearer. It was a nice feeling 
to be with him again $ almost like getting out 
into the fresh air. 

The conversation with Peter immediately be¬ 
came too unreal, too fantastic to think about. 
She put it away in the back of her mind. 

§ 12 

The elderly gentleman with the thick white 
wavy hair approached her. She had noticed him 
before, dancing with the youngest girls in the 
room one after the other; the girls drooping a 

little, pressed to his paunch. 

< Would you be so very, very kind as to spare 

a dance for an old fogey ? ’ 

< Oh yes, of course I will.’ 

< What? You will? Oh, how kind! 9 

He clasped her to him and set off with slow, 
rather laboured but elegant strides. 

He repeated: 

< How kind to spare a dance for old Methuse¬ 
lah.’ 
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‘ Oh, but you’re not old.’ 

She gave him an encouraging smile. His skin 
was puckered and wrinkled, tortoise-like, under 
the chin, his cheeks puffy and veined w’ith pur¬ 
ple, his eyes a bit glazed and bloodshot. Other¬ 
wise he didn’t look too bad. His hair was beau¬ 
tiful. 

4 What? Oh, come now—you’re trying to flat¬ 
ter me—aren’t you? . . . Not that I feel my 
age. Not a bit of it. Far from it.’ 

‘ It’s what you feel that matters, isn’t it? ’ 

1 Ah, very true, very true. What a clever 
little lady. You’ve hit the nail on the head this 
time. It’s what you feel that matters. I feel as 
young as ever, and that’s a fact. If the heart 
stays young, why, then, you stay young, what¬ 
ever the calendar has to say about it—eh? ’ 

‘ Yes, of course.’ 

Gathering impetus from this reflection, he 
crushed her to him and swung heavily, vigor¬ 
ously round on a corner. . . . ‘ Shall I tell you 
a secret? Eh? ’ 

1 Yes, do.’ 

She beamed at him, all attention. 

I only took up dancing again two years ago. 
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Before that—ah well—circumstances were dif¬ 
ferent. I’d have said my dancing days were done 
. . . over and done. . . .’ He blew a gusty 
sigh down her neck. 

‘ Oh, really? ’ After a few more steps, she 
added, ‘ And now you’ve started again? ’ 

c I have,’ he said gravely. ‘ The ladies are 
very kind to me—especially the young ladies. 
They don’t seem to mind dancing with me. 
They don’t object.’ 

‘ I should think not,’ she said warmly. 

He must have had a Great Sorrow, and put it 
behind him. His voice was brave and ringing. 

< I must confess I had \my qualms at first. I 
thought the old machinery might creak a bit. 
Ha! Ha! Ha! ’ He swung again, quite wildly, 
to show how well the old machiner) was work¬ 
ing. 1 As a matter of fact I took a few lessons on 
the quiet, just to get the hang of this jazz, you 
know. I was very lucky in my teacher. Doreen 
Delaval her name was. A thoroughly cheery 
soul—you know, a real jolly girl, as keen as 
mustard—pretty girl, too—a lady, of course. 
Belonged to an old county family. Fell on bad 
times, had to sell their place up. This little girl 
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Doreen she’d always had a turn for dancing, so 
she pulled up her socks and took to it for a liv¬ 
ing. Plucky thing to do.’ 

4 Does she manage to—to make a living all 
right? ’ 

4 What? M’yes, yes. She’s all right. She’s do¬ 
ing well.’ 

He was beginning to breathe a trifle heavily. 
She ventured: 

4 Just say when you’d like to stop.’ 

4 Stop? Do you want to stop? ’ 

Oh no, rather not. I just thought perhaps 
you might like to.’ 

4 Not a bit of it. I can dance all night and 
feel the better for it. And that’s a fact.’ 

4 Can you really? ’ 

She looked up at him admiringly, for he was 
still a bit put out, suspicious. 

4 Yes, and I don’t lie late abed next morning. 

I don’t coddle myself—never have. That’s 

what’s kept me fit. But of course if you want a 
rest . . .’ 

4 Oh no. I’d much rather go on.’ 

4 Afraid I don’t know many of these new¬ 
fangled steps. I don’t get much practice.’ 
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< Oh, I don’t mind. I’m not a bit well up in 
them either.’ 

But this wasn’t the right answer. A silence 

ensued, and she amended: 

< As a matter of fact, you dance beautifully. 

You’re so frightfully easy to dance with.’ 

< What? Do you think so? Ah, I’m afraid 

you’re a flatterer. What? Aren t you? 

1 Not at all.’ 

Curious: he had a sort of family likeness to 
Major Skinner5 but—owing perhaps to the 
loftier moral tone—he was somehow more 
cloying, more slippery; and far more uneasy 

and exacting. 

4 Ah, well, I dare say some folk would call 

me an old fool.’ 

‘ Why should they? ’ 

< What? Undignified, you know. Making my¬ 
self ridiculous.’ 

< How absurd. I’m sure nobody could think 
so.* 

< What? D’you think it’s absurd? Well, so do 
I. But folk are apt to get in a groove as they 
grow older, you know. They lose their resili¬ 
ence, their elasticity. Their horizons contract.’ 
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4 1 expect they forget they were young them¬ 
selves once.’ 


4 Ah, that’s it.’ He was delighted. 4 They for¬ 
get. They get narrow-minded.’ 

4 Narrow-minded people are such a bore. I 
don’t think it matters what they say. They’re 
not worth bothering about. Where I live I shock 


some of the old frumps dreadfully because I go 
for walks without my hat on.’ 


4 Oh, so you’re unconventional too, are you? 
Then you and I’ll get on like a house afire. I 


thought we should. We’ve got a lot in common. 
I felt it directly I saw you.’ He pressed her to 
him, sighed richly. 4 The gods were good to me, 
little lady. They granted me a spirit that can 
never grow old. Whatever they denied me, they 
granted me that. I suppose that’s why you 
young folk don’t seem to mind my company.’ 
He paused, but this time she failed him and 
remained silent, and soon he added with an¬ 
other, thinner sigh: 4 All the same, one feels 
lonely sometimes.’ 


‘ 1 ho P e y° u ’ re not lonely,’ she said politely. 
‘What? Lonely? Ah well*I can’t complain. 
Life can be very rich in spite of everything. One 
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can be alone and yet not lonely, can’t one? One 
has one’s philosophy.’ 

She tried to give him a look of bright inter¬ 
est, but it was getting harder. He does need so 
much bolstering up. 

4 All the same there are times when one longs 
for real companionship—for the touch of a van¬ 
ished hand-’ He lowered his voice to add: 

< I lost my dear wife three years ago. We were 

everything to each other.’ 

What was it in the way he said this that froze 

the springs of sympathy? Perhaps the way he 
dropped his voice $ or a sort of glibness, as if 
there were a crack, an unsound place concealed. 
But of course it must have been a terrible 

grief. 

< I’m so sorry. How awful for you.’ 

< Thank you. I knew you were sympathetic. 

Your voice told me so. Gentle and low, an ex¬ 
cellent thing in woman.’ He pressed her again. 
4 Ah, sympathy’s a wonderful gift.’ 

The band stopped. He released her, clapped 
enthusiastically, mopped his face. He was per¬ 
spiring freely. 

‘ Ah, that was splendid—splendid. Now 
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what about an ice? Eh? ’ He looked at her ro¬ 
guishly. 4 That ’ud slip down nicely, wouldn’t 
it? Come on now. Let’s see how many we can 
account for. I’ll take you on! ’ 

She followed him, wanly simpering. His 
schoolboy spirits weren’t infectious. 

§ 13 

Tony said: 

4 Look here, don’t you ever ride? ’ 

4 No,’ said Kate. 4 1 never do. When I was 
very small we had a pony. But the truth is— 
since the war we haven’t been able to afford 
anything much.’ 

4 How sickening for you. You would so love 
it.’ 

4 I’m sure I would. It’s always been one of 
the things I wanted most—to have a horse of 
my own.’ 

He said with his quick engaging diffidence: 

4 You’d look corking on a horse. You’re sim¬ 
ply made for it.’ 

4 Am I? ’ 

She smiled, looking over his shoulders with 
shining unseeing eyes. 


244 


4 I could teach you in no timed 
4 Do you think you could: 1 ’ 

4 I know I could.’ He continued eagerly: 
4 And I could mount you too. I’ve got the very 
horse for a beginner. An old mare of my fa¬ 
ther’s, as comfortable and quiet as anything. 
. . . Why not? ’ 

4 Well, for one thing I haven’t any clothes.’ 
4 Oh, bother clothes. We’ll find you a pair of 
breeches.’ 

4 All right. I’d love tod 
4 I’ll take you a few times round our big field 
for a start, and then as soon as you’ve got confi¬ 
dence we could go up on to the downs.’ 

4 Oh, how glorious! ’ 

They looked at one another, radiant. 

§ 14 

Dance after dance with an old fogey. Three 
running now, pressed to his paunch. It seemed 
as if it might go on for ever. Not even Reggie 
to the rescue. Reggie must be at the buffet with 
the Martins. Neither he nor they had appeared 
upon the floor for a considerable time. No hope, 
no help. Programme a blank right on till Num- 
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ber 19 , and that seemed now distant and im¬ 
probable as a dream. 

His name was Mr. Verity. He spoke of the 
little shack he had recently acquired in the vi¬ 
cinity ; of the wonder of the sunsets viewed from 
his study window. He mentioned his best friends 
his books, and quoted more than once from the 
Poet. Gather ye rosebuds, he said. Also, Then 
come kiss me sweet and twenty. Also, Si joo- 
nesse savvy. He asked her if she would take tea 
one day with a lonely old man; his housekeeper, 
dear devoted old soul, would make her wel¬ 
come. He talked a good deal too about people 
with titles whom he fished and shot with. 

Her senses shrank away from him. They 
seemed to shout their frantic distaste into his 
heedless, his leathery ear. I don’t like you. I 
don’t like touching you. I hate dancing with 
you. I can’t bear you. She gave up smiling; al¬ 
most gave up answering. Her face set stiffly, in 
utter dejection. Next dance I’ll say I’m booked 
and go and hide in the cloakroom. But he’ll 
know it’s an excuse. It’ll hurt his feelings. He’ll 
go away and think, I’m a lonely old man. Oh, 
help! help! Will no one help? 
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As she accompanied him for the fourth time 
towards the ballroom, Marigold appeared sud¬ 
denly from nowhere, caught at her arm j whisked 
her aside, drew her far away without a word to 
him or a backward look. 

c I thought you needed rescuing.’ 

1 Oh, I did! You angel! ’ 

She clasped Marigold’s hand in pure relief 

and gratitude. 

< I thought sudden tactics would be the most 
effictitious. . . . You did look downhearted.’ 

< J thought I’d never get away from him.’ 

‘ I know what he’s like—the old octopus-’ 

Her voice was harsh with contempt. * He fished 
and fished for an invitation to this. He’s our 
neighbour, worse luck. He’s taken that cottage 
by the south gate. He tells every one Daddy 
and he were lads together at Cambridge, and 
that Daddy begged him to come and settle near 
him. I call him Johnny Walker. Did he ask you 

to tea? ’ 

c Yes. He did.’ 

< i thought as much. He’s always trying that 
on. Mum thinks he’s harmless, but of course 
he’s not likely to be up to any of his tricks with 
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her. They talk politics and county together, and 
he butters her up, and she thinks he’s so sensible 
and so fond of young people and so picturesque 
and old-world with his white hair. In fact she 
was quite umbrageous with me when I called 
him a dirty old man. But of course Mum’s hope¬ 
less. She thinks virgins are sacred to all men— 
you know, all the Tennyson flower stuff. Of 
course he’s the most infernal snob too, but she 
can’t see that. Still, I must admit he’s quite dif¬ 
ferent with the elderly ones. You wouldn’t 
know him. It’s the young ones that rouse him— 
especially the ones in their teens.’ 

‘ How queer. . . . Have you been to tea 
with him? ’ 

( Catch me. He did try it on once, but I said 
could I bring my governess, so he changed the 
subject.’ 

‘ What d’you suppose he’d do? ’ 

1 Oh, fumble about a bit, I expect—you know, 
feel your muscle and mess about with your 
hands pretending he’s a fortune-teller, and 
measure how tall you were against him—that 

sort of feeble pawing. It’s a sort of disease old 
men get, I believe.’ 
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4 Yes, I think it must be.’ 

4 They go native. Honestly it’s a warning. 
Did he tell you he’d got a grown-up son and 


daughter? ’ 

1 No, he didn’t. He kept on hinting he was all 
alone in the world.’ 

4 He would. But he’s got two children, and 
they won’t live with him. Mum thinks it’s this 
modern selfishness, but I bet the trouble was 
he was too sprightly for them. Fancy having a 
lasciverous old father prodding and stroking 
every girl you brought into the house. Mine’s 
not like that—not yet, anyway. Is yours? ’ 

4 Oh no. Not in the least.’ 

Dad prodding young girls. . . . Olivia gig¬ 
gled. 

4 Though he adores a mild flirt with the 
pretty ones.’ 

4 1 don’t think mine even does that,’ said 


Olivia, after reflection. 

She saw Johnny Walker standing alone by 

the ballroom door, pretending not to watch 
them out of the corner of his eye. He knows 
we’re talking about him. How was it that Mari¬ 
gold, so sheltered, so well brought up, knew so 
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much, in such a shrewd, cynical, coarse-grained 
way, about the facts of life?—had on the tip of 
her tongue the best sort of snub for a tiresome 
old man, so that he knew it was no go, so that 
he feared her? Whereas oneself, one would 
never know what to say, one never spotted hid¬ 
den motives, swallowed any story, trusted every¬ 
body, would very likely land oneself in a mess 
one day. . . . Even now, seeing him furtively 
watch Marigold’s pert expressive face, feeling 
him brood sheepishly over the ungracious, the 
wanton, flouting way they’d left him in the 
lurch, yet not dare to approach them, feeling 
the sickly collapse of his self-esteem, even now 
she was tempted to reassure him somehow, apol¬ 
ogize, show him she was sorry. For it was Major 
Skinner all over again—the painfulness of see¬ 


ing an old white-haired 
fore youth, ashamed of 
wanted. He’d never get 


person humiliated be- 
wanting the thing he 
it. It was too late. He 


was old and done for. How his heart must ache. 
• . . Oh dear! I wish I could want to comfort 
you. . . . She saw the faintly stricken expres¬ 
sion on his face. He stood there representing 
the pathos, the indignity of being old; of the 
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dancing days being done. Oh, maidens! he cried 
in vain. He wouldn’t dare ask any more of them 
to dance to-night. Soon he would creep off 
home. And Marigold had done this to him 
without an instant’s compunction or compassion 
. . . out of kindness to, pity for, oneself? . . . 
out of pure malice and scorn for him? A strange 
impulse, a curious action—one of Marigold’s. 
Why, whence, out of her new estrangement and 
excitement, had she noticed, and darted? 

c There’s Rex waiting for me. I must fly. Are 
you enjoying yourself? Have you had lots of 


partners? ’ 

<■ l haven’t got very much more booked,’ ad¬ 
mitted Olivia. 4 Only Number Nineteen.’ 


< Oh, you must fill up or he’ll pounce again.’ 
She gave a chuckle. ‘ Who d’you fancy? Oh, 
there’s Timmy Douglas. He’s so sweet. He’s 
my favourite man—almost—no, quite. He s 
sure not to be full up, poor darling. When his 
wife’s dancing with some one else, he mostly 
just stands and waits. Come on, I’ll introduce 


you.’ 

She saw, against the wall inside the ballroom, 
a young man, tall, pale, standing and waiting. 
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He seemed to be smiling} but on a closer view, 
it seemed not to be a smile after all. It was a 
queer taut set of the muscles round his mouth. 

4 He’s a marvellous dancer,’ said Marigold. 

4 You’d never dream he’s-’ She lowered her 

voice abruptly as they came near to him, and her 
last words were inaudible—stone something or 
other, it sounded like. 

She cried: 

4 Timmy, hullo! ’ 


He had been looking towards her without 
recognition, but now his face lit up faintly. 


‘ Marigold? ’ 


His voice had an edge of question. He put 
his hand out in a wooden way, straight in front 
of him, and she clasped it in both her own. 

‘ Timmy, darling, I meant to come and find 


you ages ago. But I’ve been so whizzed about 
all the evening. Are you happy? ’ 

Her voice had a softer, more caressing note 

than one had ever heard before. He answered 

with not quite convincing enthusiasm: 

‘ Yes, rather.’ He waited a moment, then 

said hesitatingly: ‘ When can I have a dance, 
Marigold? * 
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Then he waited again. His face became sud¬ 
denly patient and listening. His voice was pa¬ 
tient too, quiet, flat, rapid. He didn’t look at 
her. 

c Oh, darling! I’m so full up. Isn’t it sick¬ 
ening? ’ 

c That’s bad luck—for me.’ 

Patient and cheerful. 

< Timmy, I’ve brought Olivia Curtis to dance 
with you.’ Pie turned his head slightly and 
sharply; out came his hand again. His eyes, 
upon which the full lids constantly opened and 
fell with a long spasmodic movement, were 
opaque, navy blue in colour, like those of a new¬ 
born baby. 

‘ How d’you do ? 9 

The smile that wasn’t a smile tightened the 
muscles of mouth and cheek. 

< Olivia’s very nice with her practically black 
hair turned round each side of her face in a 

plaited bun, and a red dress.’ 

Had she really said that? the dream had come 

on again. 

<■ X must fly, Timmy darling. I’ll come back 
later, for sure and certain.’ Brushing past Olivia, 
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her fingers clung for a second on her arm, she 

whispered fiercely: ( Did you hear? He’s-’ 

but again the last word, sharply muted, was lost 
as she fled on. 

He stood without moving, his head a little 
bent as if he were listening to her going. He 
said in his pleasant flat voice: 

‘ She’s got more vitality than half a dozen or¬ 
dinary people. She just leaves it in the air 
around her, wherever she’s been.’ 

It was quite true. It was the secret of Mari¬ 
gold, that one had never been able to define. 
She agreed, pleased, surprised. It was an un¬ 
usual thing to say. 

‘ It’s a marvellous possession,’ he said. ‘ The 

only gift I’d trouble a fairy godmother for. If 

you’ve got it, you can’t be beaten. What’s more, 

you make other people imagine they can’t 
be. . . .’ 

He smiled now, a real smile, but faint. 
He himself looked as if he lacked vitality. He 
was pale and thin, rather worn-looking. He 
had beautifully-cut long delicate features and 
straight light hair growing rather far back above 
a high frail prominent forehead. He gave an im- 
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pression of scrupulous cleanness and neatness. 

c Would you care to dance? ’ he said. ‘ I’m 
afraid I’m apt to barge into people. The room’s 
pretty full, isn’t it? ’ 

‘ Rather full.’ 

She looked at him, puzzled. Once again he 
had turned an obvious statement into a question. 
She looked at him, and in a sudden stab and 
flash of realization, saw him as one isolated, re¬ 
mote, a figure alone in a far place. He was 
4 However, if you don’t mind steering a bit. 

I generally manage more or less.’ 

He stood and waited, crooking his right arm 
ready to receive her. She saw that he was blind. 
She led him out on to the floor, and they started 

to dance. 

I’ll guide you, I’ll look after you. Depend on 
me. . . . Blinded in the war? There wasn’t a 
scar —nothing to proclaim it—only the opaque 
swimming irises between the heavily-twitching 
lids; and the set of his face. His hand, holding 
hers, vibrated as if it had a separate, infinitely 
sensitive life—long fingers, exquisite nails. He’ll 
guess what I’m like from my voice, from touch- 
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ing me. What will he guess? They say blind 
people always know, you can’t deceive them. 

They collided badly with another couple, 
who looked at him in cold surprise. 

c Sorry,’ he said pleasantly, 1 my fault.’ 

He waited while they moved on. She saw 
the girl’s face alter suddenly, not in pity, but in 
a look of avid curiosity. She whispered some¬ 
thing to her partner, they both turned to stare 
at him. How dare they stare like that. . . . 

c I’m sorry,’ she said.‘ I never saw them. You 
dance so beautifully, I just forgot to steer.’ 

He looked a little bit pleased. 

4 We used to dance a lot at the place I was— 

St. Dunstan’s, you know. I don’t do much in 

that line now. Molly’s awfully keen on it. I wish 
she got more.’ 

£ Is that your wife? 9 

Yes, she’s dancing, I- think—I believe she’s 
dancing with Rollo Spencer.’ 

4 Oh yes, I see her.’ 

She saw Rollo quite close to them, dancing 
with a shortish person in rather a dowdy royal- 
blue dress—quite commonplace, quite insignifi¬ 
cant. She had a good deal of straight brown hair, 
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inclined to wispiness at the sides, blue eyes, 
some moles on her face, a weatherbeaten skin 
without powder or make-up. There was nothing 
one could say about her, think about her. Olivia 
searched in vain for traces of spiritual intensity, 
renunciation, suffering, such as might fitly mark 
the face of one devoting, sacrificing all to a blind 
husband. She looked sensible, capable, her eyes 
clear and hard. Rollo must be dancing with her 
out of niceness. She glanced at her husband and 
his partner, but only for a minute, without ap¬ 
parent interest. I suppose you get used—I sup¬ 
pose you soon get used. ... It all depends 
how you let yourself think about it. Even now, 
already, it was getting quite easy to behave to¬ 
wards him as his simplicity, his utter non-as¬ 
sumption of the role of martyr, his rather nega¬ 
tive, low-pitched but unforced cheerfulness 
demanded—to treat him as one like other men. 
It was as if he were tacitly demonstrating: You 
see, it isn’t a tragedy at all. You needn’t be sorry 
for me. . . . Yet the first image persisted in 
the background of her mind: a figure in its es¬ 
sence far apart. 

‘The Spencers are most frightfully nice, 
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aren’t they? ’ he said. 4 They’ve been most aw¬ 
fully decent to us.’ 

4 Do you live near? ’ 

1 Oh yes, I’m one of their tenants. We’ve got 
that little house beyond the church—about a 
mile away. Do you know it? Cherry Tree Cot¬ 
tage it’s called—and it’s actually got a cherry 
tree too.’ His voice was more lively now. He 
liked talking about his house. 4 Lady Spencer’s 

helped us no end—Sir John too- We’re 

chicken farmers. Thanks to them, we’ve worked 
up quite a big connection—that’s the right term, 
isn t it? We supply all the eggs and poultry for 
the house too.’ 

4 Do you like doing it? ’ 

Oh yes, I like it all right. There’s more in 
chickens than you’d think.’ He smiled. 4 I used 
to think they were the most ghastly feeble ani¬ 
mals. If anybody’d told me I’d be keeping them 
for a living, I’d have—well, I don’t know what. 
As a matter of fact, I wanted to be an architect 

that’s what I was keen on. But if you really 

take up a thing you can’t help getting interested 
—don’t you think? ’ 

4 Oh yes, I quite agree.’ 
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She searched his face—it was placid; his 
voice, now he was surer of his ground, equable 
and very young-sounding. How did one look 
after chickens when one was blind? 

4 Molly’s awfully keen on it, luckily. In fact 
it was she who got the whole thing going. She’s 
awfully practical and good at running things. 
She does most of the dirty work, really. It keeps 
us busy. It’s all jolly scientific these days, a 
proper chicken farm, I can tell you.’ 

4 Is it? How frightfully interesting.’ 

4 Molly’s always lived in the country, but 
I’m a London bird. I didn’t think I’d like it at 
first, but I’ve got quite used to it. I must say 
one does feel better—don’t you think? Sort of 
more peaceful. It’s nice for the infant too, to be 
brought up in the country. She loves animals. 
She’s got a pet duckling that follows her every¬ 
where.’ 

His smile spread clear over his face. 

1 Have you got a little girl? ’ 

4 Rather.’ 

4 How old is she? ’ 

4 Getting on for two. She runs about like any- 
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thing, and chatters all day. She’s pretty forward, 
I think.’ 

‘What’s her name? ’ 

‘ Elizabeth. Molly wanted Marjorie and I 
wanted Susan, so we split the difference with 
Elizabeth. It’s a good name, don’t you think? ’ 

‘Yes. I love the old English names.’ 

She was moved by his simple pride and pleas¬ 
ure in his possessions—his family, his farm, 
everything that told him he was a man with a 
background, a place in the world; a successful 
grown-up man who had by his own labours es¬ 
tablished his security. But he looked so young to 
be a husband and father—not more than twenty- 
two. Molly didn’t look nearly so young. Per¬ 
haps she’d been his nurse. Probably he’d never 
seen her. . . . He’d never see his daughter 
either. One must try not to let that seem too 
pathetic. It was the sort of thing that brought a 
too-easy sob in the throat. It doesn’t matter, it 
doesn’t matter really. 

‘ Marigold rides over to see us pretty often,’ 
he said. ‘ We look forward to that.’ (It was 
queer really that Marigold had never men¬ 
tioned him. . . . But she was so secretive.) 
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1 She ’ d buck anybody up, wouldn’t she? She’s so 
frightfully amusing, isn’t she? Really witty. 

. . . Otherwise it’s a quiet life. Not that I mind. 

I play the gramophone a lot in the evenings. I 
like music awfully. But I wish Molly got out 
more. It’s dull for her.’ 

She plucked up courage to say timidly: 

c Do you—can you find your way about— 
fairly well in your house? ’ 

‘ Oh Lord yes. Anywhere. Like a cat, you 
know. I see in the dark.’ He smiled at his joke, 
adding mildly but emphatically: ‘ Oh, Molly’s 
not tied like that—not to that extent. I can do 
pretty well everything for myself.’ 

She saw him going up and downstairs, dress¬ 
ing, undressing, feeding himself, patiently lis¬ 
tening to his gramophone, changing the needle, 
walking over his farm, scattering grain to the 
hens, painstakingly independent, giving no 
trouble. 

She murmured: 

c I know—I’m sure—you’re simply-It’s 

so difficult to realize there’s anything wrong. I 
hadn’t an idea.’ 

* Oh well,’ he said equably, c it’s all a ques- 
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tion of one’s point of view, isn’t it? One’s taught 
not to—well, not to think of it as a misfortune, 
you know.’ 

‘ When were you—how long ago-’ 

‘ June 1918.’ His voice was even. ‘1 went out 
from school. I only had three months of it. A 
sniper got me plunk behind the eyes.’ 

She was silent. War, a cloud on early adoles¬ 
cence, weighing not too darkly, long lifted. . . . 

A cousin in the flying corps killed, the cook’s 
nephew gone down at Jutland, rumour of the 
death of neighbours’ sons—-(that included Mari¬ 
gold’s elder brother), and among the village 
faces, about half a dozen familiar ones that had 

disappeared and never come back . . . and but¬ 
ter and sugar rations; and the lawn dug up for 
potatoes (the crop had failed); and knitting 
scratchy mittens and mufflers; and Dad being 
a special constable and getting bronchitis from 
it: that was about all that war had meant. And 
during that safe, that sheltered unthinking time, 
he had gone out to fight, and had his eyes de¬ 
stroyed. She saw him reel backwards, his hands 
on his face, crying: I’m blind ... or coming 
to in hospital, not realizing, thinking it was the 
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middle of the night. . . . Imagination stretched 
shudderingly towards his experience. She had a 
moment’s dizziness: a moment’s wild new con¬ 
scious indignation and revolt, thinking for the 
first time: This was war—never, never to be 
forgiven or forgotten, for his sake. 

I’d stay with you, I’d look after you. I’d be 
your eyes and show you everything. Oh—is she 
nice enough to you? But if it was me, I’d be too 
sorry, I’d upset him. She’s sensible, she’s mat¬ 
ter-of-fact, she takes it for granted. How dare 
she. . . . She keeps his life practical and or¬ 
derly, keeps him cheerful. They’ve got a child. 
So he must love her. And it doesn’t matter to 
him that she’s not young or pretty. . . . Yes, 
all his gratitude, all his solicitude were for her. 

The band stopped. 

c Thank you very much indeed,’ he said. ‘ I’m 
just getting the hang of the room. It’s jolly big, 

isn’t it? ’ 

f Yes, very big, with big mirrors in the panels, 
and chandeliers. It’s very bright—the light, I 

mean.’ 

‘ I can remember photographs of this house 
in some paper. I remember it quite well. It’s a 
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beautiful house. A perfect specimen, but just un¬ 
conventional enough to have a character of its 
own.’ 

He stood in the middle of the room, thinking 
about it. 


She said nervously: 

‘ What would you like to do? Shall we go 
and sit somewhere? ’ 

‘ Rather. Anything you like-’ 

c Would you like an ice—or anything? ’ 
c Yes, what about an ice? A drink anyway—I 
could do with a drink.’ 


He laid his fingers on the tip of her elbow, 
and she led him to the dining-room. He walked 
with a light quick step straight on his course, 
his touch on her arm almost imperceptible j not 
at all like one’s idea of the shuffle and grope of 
a blind man. Only his head looked somehow 
vulnerable and wary. She felt important, self- 
assured, helping him, not shy or self-conscious 
in spite of people staring. 

Here s a beautiful armchair,’ she said. 

* Thanks.’ 

He lowered himself into it after a second’s 
hesitation. 
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1 Wait here, I’ll get you a drink. What would 
you like? ’ 

c Oh, anything cool, thanks. Pm a teetotaller 
these days.’ 

Waiting at the buffet for orangeade, she 
watched him take out his silver case and a match¬ 
box and light his cigarette, slowly and carefully. 
Then he smoothed his hair, adjusted his tie, 
brushed his sleeve, his shoulders. In case Pve 
left any mark, powder, a hair or anything. He’s 
afraid of looking slovenly, neglected, ridiculous, 
and not knowing it. That’s why he’s neater, 
more polished up than anybody else. He didn’t 
smoke his cigarette, but let it burn away between 
his long fingers. He sat back, his head slighdy 
bent, the muscles taut in his face, waiting. 

Now he looks like a blind man. 

He was very easy to talk to. She chatted to 
him without effort or embarrassment until the 
next dance began, and his wife came strolling 
towards them. She walked with her square 
shoulders hunched. The skin of her neck and 
arms was rather rough and red, and her legs 
were short, muscular, slightly bandy. She looked 
like a hockey-playing cross-country-striding per- 
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son, in striking contrast to his pallor, his ele¬ 
gant narrow-hipped length. 

‘Hullo! ’ she said. Her voice was rather 
rough too, with a twang in it. 

He stirred without lifting his face. 

‘Oh hullo, Molly! 5 He added politely to 
Olivia: ‘ Can I introduce my wife? y 

She smiled, meeting Olivia’s shy and eager 
beam. Her smile was limited, but direct and 

pleasant, and her eyes were nice too, a clear 
bright blue. 

Reggie was approaching. He looked a little 
congested about the face. He mustn’t meet 
Timmy. 

‘ Good-bye,’ she said, and walked away. 

She heard him say after a moment: 

‘ Has she gone? ’ 

It was just a question. No suspicion, regret, 
or relief in it. No interest. 

§ 15 

At last the cloakroom. Number 19 was very 
near now. The next dance. I must prepare my¬ 
self and be in order. The thick carpet, the rose 
colours, the lit objects of crystal and silver, all 
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these in their soft silence received her re¬ 
assuringly. The elderly woman in attendance 
welcomed her with a friendly smile. It was 
Marigold’s old Nannie. She bent to look at her¬ 
self in the triple mirror on the dressing-table, 
and thought that her face looked somehow 
smaller, more contracted than usual. It had long 
ago stopped being flushed; it was pale now, 
with rings under the eyes. I’m tired. It had been 
a tiring evening. No, I haven’t really enjoyed 
myself. Strained anxious hours, hollow hours. 
But Archie will make up for everything. I’ll be 
able to say I’ve had a lovely time. She opened 
one of the crystal jars and dabbed powder on 
her nose. Then she put in a few more hairpins. 
Not that they were necessary. The plaits had 
weathered the evening quite unshaken. I won¬ 
der if that smell’s gone off my hair. . . . Per¬ 
haps that’s why I haven’t got on better. She 
washed her hands in the crystal basin. Never do 
to offer a sticky hand to Archie. She glanced in 
the long mirror ... so red, so definitely the 
reverse of well cut. And every one at home 
thought it was such a lovely frock. I shall never 
like it any more. She straightened the crumpled 
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water-lily. This was Lady Spencer’s own bed¬ 
room. Family photographs abounded. Rollo, 
Marigold and the elder son, the one who’d been 
killed, from infancy onwards; and above the 
mantelpiece, pastel portraits of them all as chil¬ 
dren, romanticized, beautiful, unconvincing. In 
that majestic damask-hung bed slept Sir John 
and Lady Spencer every night, after putting on 

pyjamas and nightdress and brushing their teeth 
like anybody else. 

A soothing voice remarked: 

4 You need a stitch, miss.’ 

‘ Oh, where? ’ 

‘ Your hem’s hanging a wee bit here at the 
back.’ 

Oh dear, so it is. I remember I caught my 
heel in it getting up from the stairs.’ 

‘ Pve S ot a needle handy. I’ll just catch it 
up. It won’t take a minute. If you wouldn’t 
mind standing.’ 

She knelt on the floor, her grey head with its 

neat thin bun of hair bent above the needle, 

stitching swiftly, with soothing clicks of the' 
thimble. 

Are you having a nice evening, miss? ’ 
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‘ Oh yes, thank you, lovely.’ 
c That’s right. Miss Marigold looks well to¬ 
night, doesn’t she? ’ 

‘ Yes, she does. Her dress is so beautiful.’ 
c Yes, it’s a lovely little frock. Not every¬ 
body’s frock. She carries it off just perfect.’ She 
stitched away. ‘ It’s quite a job for me to real¬ 
ize she’s out. It seems only yesterday she was 
sitting up in her pram in a little white fur cap 
and coat.’ 

‘ Yes, time does go quick.’ 

‘ The opinion seems to be she’ll be a great 
success. I may be partial, but she does seem to 
put other young ladies in the shade.’ 
c Yes, she really does.’ 

‘ But it won’t spoil her. Marigold’s a nature 
you can’t spoil. She’s too open. She was always 
the same from a little thing. Such a happy dis¬ 
position too. High-spirited. Of course she’s got 
a will of her own ... but so affectionate with 

it. There, that won’t show, miss.’ 

She broke off her thread and got up off her 
knees, short, trim, sober, self-effacing in the 
respectable black silk and cairngorm brooch, the 
flat strong heels of service. She smelt of water 
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and soap and clean ironed linen, of all the up¬ 
stairs world where she moved alone, sewed, 
folded, washed and pressed. Upstairs was her 
place, while downstairs ran Marigold, her mas¬ 
terpiece, flying out from beneath her cherishing 
wing to certain happiness. 

A plump fair girl in yellow burst into the 
room. 

‘ Oh, Nannie angel, my stocking’s exploded 
into ladders. What shall I do? ’ 

* Gracious, Miss Hermione. I can’t mend that. 
You’ll have to change.’ 

c Oh, Nannie, must I really? ’ 

£ ^ es, indeed, I can’t do miracles. I’ll pop 
along with you and look you out another pair.’ 
She added in quite a scolding voice: 4 You 
shouldn’t wear your suspenders so tight. I’m al¬ 
ways telling Marigold the same.’ 

One of the house-partyj one of the inner 
circle, the initiated. 


§ 16 

Number 19 was finished. Archie was still 
standing just outside in the passage, looking in 
at the ballroom. He was still talking to some 
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other young men and laughing a lot. He’d been 
there ever since the music began. First it had 
seemed as if he must be waiting, with gratify¬ 
ing punctuality. But they were clapping for the 
first encore and still he stood there. Surely he 
had seen her. His eye, vague and rapid, had 
rested on her for a moment and passed on. He 
seemed not to recognize her. She moved to a 
better position for being noticed. First she sat 
down, then she got up and stood against the 
wall. She watched him, in a panic, without seem¬ 
ing to watch him. Her heart-beats grew so loud 
and rapid, she felt she must choke. After the 
second encore she went out of the ballroom into 
the passage, walking right past him. He glanced 
at her quite blankly. He must have mistaken the 
number—he must. And it was impossible to go 
up to him because of all those others. It can’t be 
true. It’s too much to bear. How can I live if 
things like this are going to happen? I never 
thought about his mistaking—or forgetting—or 
cutting. It never occurred to me. What shall I 
do? . . . 

On the table beside her were some cigarettes 
in a shagreen box. She took one with an un- 
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steady hand and managed to light it. Once or 
twice she and Kate had surreptitiously cut one 
in half and smoked it up the schoolroom chim¬ 
ney, so she knew how it was done. She sat down 
and puffed feverishly, in short jerks, blowing 
cut the smoke immediately and puffing again. 
She was shivering violently. 

§ 17 

Out of the corner of an eye she saw the others 
move away. Archie went on standing there alone, 
looking rather vacantly in front of him. Despair 
nerved her. She crushed out the cigarette and 
went quickly up to him. 

‘ Did I make a mistake? ’ 

She smiled feebly. 

< Wha’? ’ 

His eyes had a queer fixed far-away look. His 
tie was a trifle crooked, his hair ruffled j alto¬ 
gether slightly disintegrated, informal-looking. 

c Wasn’t that Number Nineteen? y 

‘ Was that Number Nineteen? ’ 

He hardly seemed to take in what she said. 

‘Didn’t you—weren’t we dancing it to¬ 
gether? ’ 
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i Were we? ’ 

c I thought so.’ 

He isn’t going to apologise, to say: Please 
let’s have the next one instead. The dream was 
at its darkest, most irresponsible, most threat¬ 
ening. 

c Sorry,’ he said suddenly in a blurred voice. 

‘ ’Fraid I’m a bi’-It’s the heat. Isn’t it fun, 

though? Marvellous party. Never laughed so 
much in my life.’ 

He began to laugh again, quite suddenly. She 
stood beside him wondering what to do next. 
He stopped laughing and looked at her with 
heavy fixity, took her arm, began to feel and 
press it, stroke it up and down with his hot 
fingers. 

She took a breath and said: 

i You know we’ve met before. I remember 
you ever so well. At a party here. When we 

were children.’ 

He said loudly: 

< I don’t remember when we were children.’ 

He let her arm drop. 

< You had a broom and swept the floor.’ 

‘ Swept the floor, did I? What on ear’ for? ’ 
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c I don’t know.’ 

She heard the foolish echo of her own voice, 
like a tin tray clattering downstairs. She felt his 
obscure momentary interest in her stray off haz¬ 
ily, leaving her stranded, sheepish, snubbed with 
her misplaced advances, her untimely reminis¬ 
cences. 

She left him and went away. 

§ 18 

Tony said: 

‘ I say, are you really off to Paris in the New 
Year? ’ 

4 Yes, really.’ 

1 What on earth do you want to do that for? ’ 

He had lost his diffidence. His conversation 
had the same kind of ease and joyful assurance 
as his way of holding her while they danced. 
She was so absolutely—so absolutely different. 

‘ Well > 1 suppose I’ve got to be educated.’ 

1 Wh y have you? This fuss about education’s 
all bunk. Being stuffed up with a lot of old 
junk out of books that’ll never be any use to 
you and just addles your head if you do want 
to use it for anything sensible. Not that I’m 
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speaking from experience. I never did a stroke 
at school or Oxford.’ 

They laughed delightedly. He went on: 
c But I hate these frightfully learned people, 
don’t you? They don’t get any fun out of life. 
They’re all made of sawdust. You won’t get 
like that, will you? Promise.’ 
c I promise I won’t.’ 

‘ I don’t think you will, I must say.’ 

She had told him about the Professor’s fam¬ 
ily. She couldn’t pretend with him, or keep 
things back. 

£ Of course it’s fun to go abroad though,’ he 
said. ‘ If I could, I’d spend half of every year 

travelling.’ 

< Oh, so would I. I want to travel more than 
anything else in the world.’ 

c Do you? ’ 

< I seem to want so many things. They al¬ 
ways tell me I’m so discontented and difficult to 

please.’ 

4 1 think you’re absolutely right. I think we 
ought to be discontented at our age, otherwise 
we’ll never get anywhere. My family think I’m 
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awfully idle and easy-going, but I’m awfully 
well, ambitious, I suppose, really.’ 

‘ Are you? So am I.’ 

<■ One’s family never know anything about 

one, do they? ’ 

‘ No, never.’ 

That was true. Not even Olivia—really. 

< it’s funny,’ he said. ‘ I feel I’ve known you 

ages.’ 

‘ I know. I feel the same.’ 

After a silence she said: 

‘ I wonder what you want? ’ 

‘All sorts of things. ... I wonder what 

you want? ’ 

‘ All sorts of things.’ 

They smiled dreamily. After another silence 
he said: 

< If I hopped over for a week-end, would 

they allow me to take you out? ’ 

‘ Oh! Oh, I’m sure they would. They’d have 

to.’ 

< I haven’t been over for two years. I’d like 
to see it again. April’s the best time Easter. 
Honestly, it’s corking in Paris round about then 
—the Bois and the plane trees coming out, and 
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everything looking so clean and sort of spacious. 
Last time I was over there, I wandered about 
all day by myself, exploring—over the other 
side of the river. I’d love to do it again. With 
you.’ 

6 Couldn’t you come at Easter? I shan’t be 
coming home till the summer.’ 

He said quietly, in a tone of suppressed ex¬ 
citement: 

1 Right. I will. If you’re sure you’d like me 
to.’ 

She answered almost under her breath: 

1 Yes, I would.’ 

They were silent, seeing themselves walking 
together beneath a blue and white Easter sky, 
down strange exciting sunny streets and under 

§ i9 

The rain must have stopped a long time ago. 
A small wind had sprung up, but the air was 
mild, the waning moon flying crooked above 
the trees, shredded over with thin traveling 
rags of cloud. Olivia stood on the terrace and 
looked down over the lawn to the far-stretching 
wooded park. It was light enough to see the 
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shape of a cedar in the middle distance, the 
paved pattern of the sunken garden beneath the 
terrace wall, the outline of the stone figure of 
the fountain pouring water from a shell, arms 
lifting it above the shoulder, head curved to¬ 
wards it. She saw the glinting stream running 
between the garden and the park. The spaces of 
sky and lawn were broad and peaceful. Trees, 
water, moonlight made up their own cold world, 
unalterable, infinitely detached from humanity. 
It was like dying for a bit to be out here. Living 
is going on on the other side of the wall, but 
I’ve left it. I don’t want it. I hate it; it hates 
and rejects me. I forget and am forgotten. I’m 
nothing. 

Somebody was coming up the flight of steps 
from the garden to the terrace. A man’s figure 
appeared at the top and threw away a cigarette. 
He stood a few minutes, surprised, uncertain, 
seeing her straight ahead of him. Then he came 
sauntering towards her. 

‘ Hullo! ’ he said. 

It was Rollo. 

‘Hullo! ’ 

‘ What are you doing out here? ’ 
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<■ I came out to get cool. It’s hot in there, isn’t 

it? ’ 

It was quite an effort to speak to him 5 like 
coming back from being dead. She felt herself 
rooted to the ground and very calm, not em¬ 
barrassed at all. Rather as if I might say any¬ 
thing. ... 

‘ Yes, it is. Though why you should feel it 
with the amount you’ve got on, I can’t imagine. 
How’d you like to be boxed up like me? ’ 

‘ I get hot from nervousness. I get—you know 
—fussed, and then I feel like a boiled lobster. 
He received this in silence, looking at her 

with faint curiosity and amusement. 

< Well, don’t catch cold out here,’ he said 
finally. ‘ Oughtn’t you to have something over 

you? ’ 

< Oh no, it’s lovely.’ 

She felt she could never have enough of this 
cool, washing, dark air all over her. She wanted 
it to soak into her, penetrate to the core. It, 
touch my arms the flesh is icy cold, but I don t 
feel it yet. I’m still burning inside. She stopped 
staring into the distance and looked up at him 
for the first time. He was a very handsome per- 
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son. It ought to be most surprising and exciting 
to meet him like this alone on the terrace—a 
tremendous piece of good luck. But instead, she 
was taking it all for granted, as one did in 
dreams. 

4 I have met you before, haven’t I? ’he said. 
4 Yes, but you wouldn’t remember me. You 
came into the schoolroom once when we were 
having tea with Marigold, after the dancing 
class. You stayed and had tea with us. You and 
Marigold played guitars and sang.’ (What an 
evening that had been! ) 

‘ Of course. Then I do remember you. I knew 
I’d seen you somewhere. It’s been bothering me 
all the evening.’ 

She glanced at him. He seemed to mean it. 
Because of something wrong with me—queer? 
. . . No. It wasn’t meant unflatteringly. 
c But I’ve forgotten your name,’ he said. 
c Olivia. Olivia Curtis. Why does one always 
feel silly telling one’s own name? ’ 

4 Olivia’s a beautiful name.’ 

Their voices dropped into the air one after 
the other with an impersonal lost sound, as if 
they reached one another from a distance; yet 


280 


the sense of isolation seemed to enclose them 
together in a kind of intimacy. His voice was 
deep and rounded, both vigorous and lazy. He 
was tall, heavily built, with dark blue eyes set 
apart above high cheekbones, and a full well- 
cut mouth and chin, rather like Archie’s. 

She said: 

c I’ve seen you dancing with somebody very 
beautiful.’ 

He didn’t answer for a moment, then said 

rather flatly: 

‘ Oh yes. Isn’t she? ’ 

4 What makes it different from other faces? 
You think when you look at her: This is a face. 
Everybody else has got a bad imitation.’ 

He smiled. 

c I believe the women in her family have been 
beauties for generations. It’s queer how it goes 

on sometimes.’ 

< What’s her name? ’ 
c Nicola Maude.’ 

< Nicola Maude. Is she a famous beauty? ’ 

< X suppose she will be. She’s only just ap- 
peared. She’s been kept very dark down in 
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Devonshire all her life. So she’s making what’s 
called a sensation.’ 

4 Does she like it? ’ 

4 I suppose she does. Any girl would, wouldn’t 
she? ’ 

4 1 should think so. I know I would. It’s one 
of my pet dreams—to walk into a room and 
everybody gasp.’ She smiled. 4 And that must 
really happen to her. How extraordinary! 
What’s she like? ’ 

4 Awfully young and shy. Awfully quiet. I 
believe she just likes the country, and dogs and 
horses and all that sort of thing. She’s not a bit 
spoilt. However, I suppose she soon will be.’ 

4 What does she talk about? ’ 

4 She doesn’t talk. Hardly opens her mouth.’ 

4 1 suppose she feels it’s enough to look. As 
much as any one could expect.’ 

4 1 suppose she does.’ He laughed and added 
rather moodily: 4 Oh, I don’t know. I dare say 
she’s as stupid as an owl.’ 

4 It would be nice to think that—nice for 
one’s envy, I mean. But I don’t think she’s 
stupid.’ 
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‘ Oh, you don’t . . Again he looked at her 
with curiosity and amusement. 

c It’s so much more sensible to keep quiet— 
but it needs so much strength of mind. I can’t 
talk either, but I do. All the things I say seem 
to come wrong. I just feel more and more idi¬ 
otic. I was thinking just now—I’d much better 
give it all up.’ 

Her voice quavered, suffused with tears. 

He said very kindly: 

< Oh, cheer up! Didn’t you ever have a French 
governess that told you ce n’est que le premier 

pas qui coute? ’ 

‘ Yes, I did.’ She smiled. 

<I wouldn’t decide to retire from the world 

just yet.’ 

It was a nice consoling feeling to be teased by 
him. 

< This is the first dance I’ve been to.’ 

< Well, it’ll be the last unless you come along 
in quickly.’ He turned towards the terrace and 
whistled. ‘ I was just going to give the dogs a 
run. Poor chaps, they’re like me: they hate hav¬ 
ing their habits upset. They’ve been howling m 
the gun-room all the evening. 
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He whistled again. 

4 Doesn’t everything seem bare in this light? 
As if all the coverings had been pared down and 
drained away and just the bones left.’ 

4 Mm.’ He looked about him. 4 1 like it.’ 

4 So do I.’ 

Two dogs, a Sealyham and a Cairn, came 
hopping briskly up the steps from the garden. 
He bent to pat them. 

4 Good boys. . . . Come on, we’ll put them 
to bed in my father’s little room. There won’t 
be anybody there, and it’s more homely for 
them.’ 

He led the way back to the verandah from 
which she had emerged, his feet crunching the 
gravel with a firm slow reassuring tread. 

4 Don’t you like dances, then? ’ she said. 

4 Not much. I like a quiet life, I do.’ 

Again she noticed the touch of moodiness in 
his voice. 

4 So do I, I believe.’ 

He opened the glass door for her, and they 

were once more inside the house, walking down 
a passage. 
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< So do you, do you? What sort of things do 
you like? ’ 

‘ Reading, mostly. And going for walks by 
myself. And talking to Kate—that’s my sister.’ 

< What sort of books do you like? ’ 

‘ Any kind almost. I like poetry specially. 
The Brontes and Dickens are my favourite nov¬ 
elists, but I like Thackeray too, specially Vanity 
Pair — a nd George Eliot and Jane Austen. I 

don’t like Scott.’ 

< Oh, don’t you? I rather enjoy a tussle with 
old Scott.’ 

c What are your favourite authors? ’ 

She hadn’t felt so happy all the evening. Such 

an interesting, serious conversation. 

< Mine? Oh, I only truly love two books in 

all the world.’ 

‘ What are they? ’ 

c One’s called Tom Jones . The other’s called 
Tristram Shandy. Directly I finish one I start 

the other, and so on. . . .’ 

1 1 haven’t read them. I must. 

He laughed. 

c Yes, do. You’d enjoy them. At least I think 
so.’ He looked at her quizzically. ‘ Come and 
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have a look at my father’s books. He’s got some 
nice ones he keeps to himself.’ 

He opened a door in the passage and ushered 
her into a small room with high bookshelves 
round three sides of it; and drawn up to the 
fire, a large armchair containing an elderly gen¬ 
tleman. Sir John himself, spectacles on nose, 
pipe in mouth, volume in hand. 

4 Hullo, Daddy. I’d no idea you were here. I 
was just going to make Toppy comfortable in 
your armchair. What are you up to? ’ 

Sir John took off his glasses and heaved a 
sigh. 

c Absenting myself from felicity awhile.’ 

4 Shirker! ’ 

They looked at each other humorously. 

4 Your Aunt Blanche and I were having a 
game of chess, but she’s retired to bed. Your 
mother won’t allow me to go to bed, so I thought 
I’d have a bit of a sit down with a book and a 
pipe.’ 

£ Here’s another recluse,’ said Rollo. 

4 Another recluse, is she? Come and sit down.’ 
He pulled up another armchair. She sat down 
on the edge of it, blushing and smiling, her 
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hands folded tightly in her lap, her feet tucked 
well back. c Let me see ... of course we’ve 
met before, haven’t we? ’ 

c Yes,’ she said in a small voice . c I’m a friend 
of Marigold.’ 

‘ Olivia Curtis, isn’t it? ’ suggested Rollo 
helpfully. 

‘ Oh yes, yes—Charlie Curtis’s girl. Of 
course. Yes, yes.’ 

Nobody quite knew what to say, but they all 
smiled, feeling friendly and vaguely conspira¬ 
torial. 

c And what can I do for you? ’ said Sir John. 
c Cigarette? Whisky and soda? ’ 

He looked at her with his mastiff look, and 
she suddenly saw he must have looked rather 
like Rollo once, before he grew stout, bald and 
heavily moustached. 

c She’s a great reader, Daddy.’ 

‘ A great reader, is she? ’ 

< Yes. You can’t catch her out. Every one of 
your pet classics.’ 

While Rollo drank a whisky and soda, Sir 
John showed her his first editions and other 
treasures—volumes signed and inscribed by 
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Wordsworth, Byron, Dickens and other celebri¬ 
ties. It was all very interesting, very gratifying, 
but embarrassing too. She couldn’t think of any 
intelligent remarks. After a bit she said: 

‘I must go now. I’m sorry I disturbed you.’ 

£ Not at all. Delighted to have your company. 
Honoured.’ He made her a little bow. 

She looked up at Rollo smiling. They were 
so kind. This was what real people were like 
after all, just as she had always imagined; not 
sinister, inexplicable, but friendly and simple, 
accepting one pleasantly, with humour but with¬ 
out malice, without condescension, criticism or 
caresses. How extraordinary to be here with 
them} from being outcast, flung beyond the fur¬ 
thest rim, to have penetrated suddenly to the 
innermost core of the house, to be in their home. 
The dancing, the people beyond were nothing, 
a froth on the surface, soon to be blown away. 
This, that she felt as she stood between them, 
was the reality about the house: kindness, toler¬ 
ance, courtesy, family pride and affection. 

‘ Thank you very very much,’ she said, grati¬ 
tude swelling in her throat. 

‘ Back to the giddy throng,’ said Sir John. He 
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laid his hand on his son’s shoulder. 4 You too, 
get along with you. When I was your age I 
thought nothing of getting through three col¬ 
lars a night.’ 

‘ I like it really,’ said Olivia. ‘ It was only 
that my programme got a bit empty.’ 

‘ Shame! ’ 

1 Oh, it doesn’t matter a bit. I don’t mind 
now.’ 

‘ How’s your father these days? ’ said Sir 
John, relighting his pipe. 

i He’s pretty well, thank you. Some days 
worse than others. It’s his asthma. But he’s al¬ 
ways very cheerful.’ 

‘ Ah, I’m glad of that. It’s very hard for an 
active man to be an invalid. Remember me very 

kindly to him, will you? ’ 

‘ Yes, thank you, certainly I will.’ 

He’d be pleased. 

‘ Your father’s a very able man.’ 

She beamed at him from the door. 

< Good-bye, Daddy. I’ll leave the dogs with 

you. They’re so miserable.’ 

Rollo shut the door, and they went on down 
the passage and came out into the hall. Archie 
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appeared from the dining-room and came to¬ 
wards them. He called out: 

4 Rollo, I say, old boy, where’s that girl? I 
thought I was dancing with her.’ 

4 What girl? ’ 

Rollo’s voice was cool. 

4 That long white snaky one. The peach. She 
gave me the slip. I’ve been looking for her 
everywhere.’ 

4 1 shouldn’t worry about her. I expect she’s 
dancing with some one else.’ 

4 Is she, by God! Wha’ she mean by playing 
a trick like that? The bitch. I’ll tell her so.’ 

He swung round, looking about him angrily, 
vacantly. 

4 1 should hop off to bed if I were you.’ 

4 No, I won’t hop off to bed. Damn you, 
Rollo. Wha’ d’you mean by saying a thing like 
that? Eh? Wha’ d’you mean by it? ’ 

Rollo said mildly: 

4 1 don’t mean anything. I don’t care what 
you do.’ 

He put his finger-tips on Olivia’s elbow to 
motion her on. Archie stood muttering, not at¬ 
tempting to follow them. 
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1 Silly ass,’ said Rollo. He sounded a little 
annoyed. ‘ I’ll have to try and get him upstairs 

before the end, or there’ll be-’ 

He gave a quick glance round, which she un¬ 
derstood •> hoping his mother hadn’t seen. But 
Lady Spencer was nowhere about 5 only one 
couple on the sofa had been staring. She real¬ 
ized now, of course, what was the matter with 
Archie. What a staggering thing . . . What a 
terribly bad lot he must be in spite of his fas¬ 
cination—quite gone to the dogs. And to think 

I went up and spoke to him, not realizing- 

Shame flooded her at the thought. So that’s 
what people are like when they’re drunk. (Could 
it be that Peter too . . . ?) How lucky that 
Aunt Blanche, his poor mother, had gone to bed 
and would be spared the shameful sight. 

They saw Nicola coming alone down the 
stairs. She stood half-way down, looking about 
her, then catching sight of Rollo, from what 
seemed an immense distance, raised her hand 
slowly, summoning him. The pose as she fell 
into it assumed a static quality like sculpture. 
She kept her hand up, perfectly still. What was 
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in her mind? There was less of appeal than as¬ 
surance in the deliberate gesture - y she knew he 
would come. He made an eager forward move¬ 
ment, then stopped, looking at Olivia, uncer¬ 
tainly, apologetically. 
c Pm all right.’ 

She smiled at him. 
c Are you sure? ’ 

He was still charming, solicitous for her. 
c Of course I am, go on.’ She nodded her 
head gaily, emphatically, eager for him to go 
where he wanted to go, where he belonged. 
i Good-bye.’ 

c Good-bye.’ He looked down at her with the 
utmost friendliness, hesitated, added suddenly: 
‘ Pm so glad we met,’ and went quickly away. 

She watched him go across the room. What 
a dear . . . He was the sort of person every 
one would want to call on in emergencies. His 
shoulders, his step and voice told them he knew 
what to do. He would cope, without fuss or self- 
importance. He was resolute. She was filled 
with affection, with admiration for him. She 
watched him and Nicola meet at the foot of the 
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stairs and start to talk earnestly, their heads 
close together. They do suit. ... She went 



§ 20 


The band hung out a little sign saying Extra, 
and started to play a waltz. A good many peo¬ 
ple had left, more were leaving. The dance 
would soon be over now. It must be very late, 
surely Kate would be thinking of going soon. 
Kate’s had a lovely time, I’m sure. Looking 
round for her, she noticed the blind man sitting 
by himself in the little room that opened on the 
ballroom. Waiting for some one? He sat be¬ 
neath the lamp; yet she saw suddenly, struck to 
the heart, he seemed to sit in shadow. Light had 
vanished not from his eyes alone but from his 
ruined brow and all his being. He would never 
emerge again. She saw how his young weak face 
was frozen, how it was wrenched, compelled 
into unnatural lines; so that it was a mask, a 
grotesque mask of strength and patience. She 
saw him sitting alone downstairs in his house, 
waiting, and the doctor coming in to tell him it 
was all over—he was a father. It was not—not 
what should have happened to him. His mating 
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and begetting should have been otherwise j and 
not yet. They’d wronged him, they’d abused 
him. That scene was blasphemous, a sin, a coun¬ 
terfeit of life bred from his murdered youth. 

He mustn’t go on sitting there alone. She 
went quickly to him and said, almost in a whis¬ 
per: 

‘ Hullo! ’ 

Without moving, he became suddenly alert. 
He said rapidly: 

‘ Marigold! ’ 

‘ No, it’s not Marigold,’ she said softly, with 
regret. 

‘Oh! ... Miss Curtis. I didn’t recognize 
your voice for a moment. Hullo! ’ 

She felt him hastily readjusting the disturbed 
mechanism of his composure. This was his diffi¬ 
cult achievement, the method by which he lived. 
It mustn’t fail him. His face was empty and 
cheerful again, his voice had returned to its 
usual light surface level. He’d been expecting 
Marigold, but it was quite all right—it didn’t 
matter. He didn’t want anything. 

She said timidly: 

‘ Shall I try and find her for you? ’ 
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‘ Good Lord no. She must be fearfully busy.’ 
He didn’t like having given himself away. 
He didn’t want her to remind him of his little 
mistake. After a pause he said lightly: 

‘ Who’s she dancing with, I wonder? ’ 

She looked. It was the sleek dark boy, Rex, 
attractive, narrow-skulled, rat-skulled, whom 
she’d been with a good deal during the evening. 
An obscure instinct prompted her to say: 

‘ I can’t see her at the moment. She was talk¬ 
ing to another girl in the hall a little while ago.’ 

She saw the dark boy dip his smooth head 
suddenly and dart a kiss on Marigold’s hair. 
Marigold looked vague, her eyes narrow, her 
lips half smiling. 

c Shall we dance? ’ she said. 
c Rather. Love to.’ He got up with a show of 
alacrity. c Blue Danube, too. We mustn’t miss 
that.’ 

And they waltzed together to the music made 
for joy. She danced with him in love and sor¬ 
row. He held her close to him, and he was far 
away from her, far from the music, buried and 
indifferent. She danced with his youth and his 
death. 
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8 21 

She hurried. She’d seen them when the waltz 
was over, running upstairs, he pulling Marigold 
after him lightly by the hand. Now a fox-trot 
had begun. I must catch her before she gets 
down again and gets lost. 

She waited, leaning against the banisters. A 
door on the top landing burst open. She heard 
Marigold laugh softly in her throat and call out 
‘ No! ’ looking back over her shoulder as she 
ran out. 

1 Marigold! ’ 

‘ Olivia, hullo! . . . What d’you want? ’ 

Her voice was harsh. She looked startled, 
staring rather blankly out of a flushed, some¬ 
how dazed face. 

‘ Marigold, he’s still waiting for you.’ 

‘ Who? ’ 

Her eyes with their dilated pupils opened 
wide. 

‘ The blind-’ 

c Oh ’ A spasm crossed her face . c Timmy! 
Oh hell, I never went back. How lousy of me. 
I did mean to too. I wanted to. Have you been 
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dancing with him? Isn’t he sweet? I think he’s 
divine. Honestly, he’s about my favourite man. 
Isn’t it a damned shame. . . . And I’ve never 
never heard him complain. If it was me I’d shoot 
every one I could lay hands on and then my¬ 
self. But he never seems to get the blues—he’s 
always the same. You simply forget about him 

being-’ Just as before, she wouldn’t say the 

word. She continued rapidly: ‘ His wife’s aw¬ 
fully nice too. She’s really awfully nice—’ she 
frowned—‘but you know—she’s different,—I 
mean—if one wanted to be snobby one would 
say so. She was his nurse. She’s about ten years 
older at least. And so fearfully sensible and 
managing. Of course it’s a good thing as they’re 
so poor, and him being like that—only it makes 
you feel he hasn’t any—you know— frothing 
and frisking in his life. Perhaps he doesn’t mind. 
I suppose it was tremendous luck finding some 

one willing to-Not that you could make a 

martyrship out of living with such a darling. 
Still, I suppose it’s not every one—I mean, a 
very young pretty person would probably make 
a mess of it. I mean loving wouldn’t be enough. 
He wants somebody to take him for granted and 
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make him feel ordinary and safe and practical, 
and she does that. They do seem to get on splen¬ 
didly, and they’ve got a nice ordinary little girl. 
It’s amazing to see him going about among the 
coops and things, on his farm, lifting the hens 
off and collecting the eggs, and picking up the 
tiny chicks when they scatter—he just seems to 
see with his fingers—have you noticed his 
hands?—and he never stumbles or makes a mis¬ 
take. I go quite often. He loves being absurd 
and making silly jokes—only he needs starting 
off. Thank heaven you reminded me. . . .’ 

She had spoken as if out of a dream, as if 
scarcely aware of what she meant to do or say. 
But suddenly, at the sound of a door opening 
above her on the landing, she started, seemed 
to shake off a kind of haze. 

‘ I’ll go to him now this minute,’ she said, 
with intense determination, staring downwards 
into the hall as if she could see him, as if she 
must see only him, and listen to no one else. 

‘ I left him in the little room,’ said Olivia. 

The dark boy Rex came sauntering towards 
the stairhead, sleeking his hair. He didn’t look 
pleased. She repeated: 
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1 I’ll go to him now.’ And swiftly, without 
looking at him, she started to run away from 
him down the stairs ; seemed to fly and float in 
her airy skirts from landing to landing; and 
vanished through the pillars. 

Olivia went down slowly to the first half¬ 
landing. There was an armchair there which she 
had noticed earlier in the evening. It was cov¬ 
ered in white velvet. It was empty and she sat 
down in it. I’m very tired. She heard the last 
reverberations of the dance roll far away from 
her. Not one blown flurry from one wave of it 
will reach me any more. I don’t care any more. 
I don’t mind in the least. To have come to the 
place of not caring was very soothing, very 
peaceful. . . . I’ve come to it because I’m not 
going away empty. I’ve had a lot really, one 
way and another. What was it that, at the last, 
had made almost a richness? Curious fragments, 

odds and ends of looks, speeches. . . . Nothing 

for myself really. Rollo leaving me to go to 
Nicola. Rollo and his father smiling at one an¬ 
other. Peter crying, saying, ‘Are you my 
friend . . Kate looking so happy. . . • 
Waltzing with Timmy. Marigold flying down- 
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stairs to him. Yes, I can say I’ve enjoyed my¬ 
self. Although my dress . . . She thought with 
longing of her dark bedroom, her bed waiting 
for her at home. Pm so tired. She went on think¬ 
ing drowsily of white velvet, of its whiteness, 
its sheen and texture, thinking of the colour of 
her dress against it . . . red on white, blood on 
snow. . . . Yes. It’s been extraordinary. . . . 
Her eyelids dropped. Half an hour passed. 

§ 22 

All at once the sober fox-trot flew off at a 
tangent, flung itself into a convulsion. D’ye ken 
John Peel! . . . mournful, gay, exciting. . . . 
What a noise of galloping feet! Shouting too. 
Faster and faster. With cries and stampings they 
came streaming in a tangle from the ballroom 
out into the hall. A few were trying to dance in 
their couples still. Tony and Kate. Rollo with 
Nicola. But others had formed long galloping 
lines and were tearing about and cutting across 
everybody, huddling in bunches and unwinding 
again. Faster and faster. Maurice tearing up and 
down with the fluffy young person in pinkj so 
he’d managed that all right. . . . Etty and 
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Podge, the Heriot twins and partners—Reggie, 
Reggie galloping for all he was worth, linked 
with a Martin upon one side and upon the other 
with Marigold. Reggie had compassed his ob¬ 
jective. It was the fourth extra. 

Sir John and Lady Spencer appeared together 
and stood by the ballroom door, smiling. 

Then all at once the whole maze wavered, 
stopped dead. 

God save the King, 

§ 23 

< Ha! ’ Reggie put down his empty cocoa cup. 
4 Comforting, comforting.’ 

Kate shook the thermos. 

4 There’s still a dreg. Have it? ’ 

She said it kindly. Conscience pricked her. I 

told him my programme was full. 

4 Well, if nobody else will. . . . Waste not, 

want not, you know.’ 

Olivia thought of saying: Nothing wasted 
where you keep a pig. The Martins would have 
said it at once, most amusingly. Too late for me 
to start that sort of thing now. Besides, I can’t 

be bothered. 
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Kate poured out the cocoa for him and re¬ 
placed the flask on the hall table beside the bis¬ 
cuit box, and the water jug and the envelope 
saying Lock front door and put out all lights. 
As if we needed to be reminded. But Mother 
would never trust one. Still it w r as funny really, 
nothing to be irritated about—rather endearing 
if one considered it in a detached way. She felt 
extraordinarily detached. 

All the usual things, the furniture, the cur¬ 
tains, the way the light fell, Dad’s old cap and 
Homburg hanging up together—all seemed un¬ 
familiar and far away, but lovable too, and curi¬ 
ously impressive—turning strange aspects in a 
dream. I’ve left it all behind me. She looked at 
Olivia lying back on the settee, her eyes black 
and small with sleep. We won’t be able to talk 
over the dance, exchanging every detail for 
hours and days. I can’t share to-night with her. 
Olivia’s too young. She still belonged among all 
these dwindled objects—on that old trivial plane 
of experience. Poor Olivia! Too hypocritical to 
ask now, had she enjoyed it?—having forgotten 
about her all the evening; having maintained a 
tranced silence in the taxi coming home. 
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R e ggi e yawned loudly. 

‘ Bedfordshire, I think.’ He got up and un¬ 
buttoned his overcoat . c Well, well, well—it was 
a very enjoyable evening.’ 

c Yes, it was a good dance.’ Kate yawned too. 
c I think every one enjoyed it.’ She added with 
warmth: ( I’m so glad you did.’ 

Probably I misjudged him. It was just shy¬ 
ness that made him talk so much and not look 
at us. I expect he’s frightfully nice really. Most 
people are. If I get married—ever—I’ll ask 
him to come and do the service. She waited for 
Olivia to chime in with one of her usual easy en¬ 
thusiastic corroborationsj just to round off the 
only little edge of uneasiness. 

c What’s happened to the—wha’ d’you call 
it? ’ said Olivia drunkenly. c No, not that, 
the-’ 

< Olivia’s asleep. Come on up, Olivia. You 

can’t go to sleep here.’ 

< Can't I . . .’ She got up suddenly. ‘ Look, 

it’s nearly four o’clock.’ 

Kate put out the light in the hall. 

c Don’t make a noise.’ 

The stairs creaked under them. Olivia whis- 
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pered, ‘ Oh, my stays! ’ and giggled feebly. 

‘ This way,’ they whispered to Reggie. ‘ Can 
you see? There’s a step here.’ They whispered: 
4 Good-night. Ten o’clock breakfast. Good¬ 
night.’ 

The owls were hooting all over the garden. 

§ 24 

‘ Silver brocade,’ said Olivia.‘ Simply glitter¬ 
ing. And masses of diamonds. She looked won¬ 
derful.’ 

Mrs. Curtis considered glittering silver bro¬ 
cade. Very striking, no doubt. Though there was 
nothing like black velvet5 particularly to show 
off jewels. 

‘ And was Marigold looking attractive? ’ 

Kate described that frock j but she seemed ab¬ 
sent. For once it was Olivia who had, appar¬ 
ently, been the more observant. She kept on 
having to supplement. 

c Any little ornament? ’ 

‘ I can’t remember,’ said Kate. ‘ I don’t think 
so.’ 

‘A wreath of green leaves,’ said Olivia. 

C Rather like ivy leaves—very small.’ 
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Mrs. Curtis considered a wreath of green 
leaves. Very unusual. Charming. 

Kate looked at the clock. It was twelve 
o’clock. Emptiness had descended on the day. 
Reggie had left by the 11.30, rather silent, not 
looking very well, his eyes a bit bloodshot. They 
were sitting in the schoolroom. Mrs. Curtis had 
set aside the remainder of her busy morning to 
hear all about last night. 

‘ And you danced every dance? ’ . . . 

‘ Yes, I think so.’ 

Kate yawned. 

c I didn’t,’ said Olivia. 1 Not quite.’ 

‘You stayed later than I thought you would.’ 

< Mm, fairly late.’ Kate rubbed her hands 

over her eyes. 

‘ Were you introduced to any one? ’ 

< No, not a soul. ... All the locals were 

there.’ 

‘ I was,’ said Olivia. ‘ To several people. One 
was blind.’ She described Timmy. ‘ And one was 
an awfully clever boy called Peter Jenkin. A 

poet. And one or two others.’ 

Really, it seemed as if Olivia had had the 
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more interesting evening. Of course her manner 
was easier than Kate’s—more winning, perhaps. 
One never could tell about social success. She 
herself had always done better for partners in 
spite of May’s exquisite features. 

‘ Did y°u speak to Lady Spencer at all—or to 
Sir John? ’ 

Only to shake hands at the beginning and 
end.’ Kate languidly added: ‘She seemed to 
think we looked all right.’ 

‘Oh? ’ 

‘At least she said how nice we looked, or 
something.’ 

Well, that was satisfactory. Lady Spencer’s 
was an opinion one set store by. 

‘ That’s good.’ 

‘ I talked to her a bit,’ said Olivia. She de¬ 
cided not to mention the reel. Mother wouldn’t 
understand. * And I talked to Sir John too. He 
showed me some of his books. He wanted to be 

remembered to Dad. He said he was a very 
able man.’ 

Have you given Dad the message? ’ 

1 No, not yet.’ 
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‘ Well, don’t forget to.’ 
c And I sat out a dance with Rollo. He’s 
frightfully nice.’ 

Mrs. Curtis said very affably: 
c I’ve always heard he is charming.’ 

Really, Olivia seemed to have done ex¬ 
tremely well. A special score that Sir John 
should have noticed her, actually shown her his 
books. And Rollo too. . . . What was the mat¬ 
ter with Kate? One might have made allow¬ 
ances on the ground of her feeling her late 
night, but that she looked so particularly fresh 
and blooming. A little jealousy could it be? 

. . . The younger sister- 

The telephone bell rang. Kate jumped. 

‘ Now, who can that be? ’ said her mother. 
Kate had become very pink in the face. She 

made an effort. 

‘ Wasn’t it extraordinary finding Etty staying 

with the Heriots? ’ 

Violet appeared at the doer. 
c Miss Etty Somers to speak to Miss Kate.’ 
After a few minutes Kate returned, looking 
particularly composed and a little pale. 
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4 Well, is she coming to see us to-day? ’ Mrs. 
Curtis spoke in her indulgent Etty voice. 

Kate said with peculiar calm: 

‘ The Heriots want me to dine and go to the 
hunt ball.’ 

Abruptly her mother’s face altered. In a flash 
all was clear as day. She said quickly at random : 

1 When is it? ’ 

c To-morrow.’ 

c Just you? ’ 

‘ Yes.’ 

‘ We must talk it over.’ 

She got up to go, voice, manner her most 
authoritative, most non-committal. 

‘ I said I could,’ said Kate. 

§ 2 5 

Olivia went out into the garden. She hurried 
down the lawn, past the walnut tree, not stop¬ 
ping to swing, past the distant back view of Dad 
and Uncle Oswald taking their constitutional in 
the rose garden—two funny old brothers pacing 
together. And there was James, waveringly 
turning the shrubbery corner on his bicycle. She 
hurried on. When she got to the kitchen garden 
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she started to run. Oh, Kate! She’s not going to 
tell me. Everything’s changing, everything’s 
different. She ran for all she was worth down 
the path and out by the gate into the held. A 
pheasant burst out from the trees and shuddered 
into the air, clanking his raucous clockwork of 
alarm. She ran over the rough damp turf. I’m 
left behind, but I don’t care. I’ve got plenty to 
think about too. Everything crowded into her 
head at once. Timmy, Marigold, Rollo, Nicola, 
Archie, Peter, Maurice—words, looks, move¬ 
ments—simply extraordinary. Life-She felt 

choked. Oh, Kate! We won’t tell each other. 
. . . She leapt across a mound. Everything’s 
going to begin. A hare sitting up in the grass 
took fright, darting ahead of her into the 
ploughed land. The rooks flew up in a swirl 
from the furrows. All the landscape as far as 
the horizon seemed to begin to move. Wind was 
chasing cloud, and sun flew behind them. A 
winged gigantic runner with a torch was run¬ 
ning from a great distance to meet her, swoop¬ 
ing over the low hills, skimming from them veil 
after veil of shadow, touching them to instant 
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ethereal shapes of light. On it came, over 
ploughed field and fallow. The rooks flashed 
sharply, the hare and his shadow swerved in 
sudden sunlight. In a moment it would be every¬ 
where. Here it was. She ran into it. 




